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ABSTRACT

BEING NICE TO BE MEAN: THE HIDDEN ASSOCIATIONS AMONG PROSOCIAL
BEHAVIOR, RELATIONAL AGGRESSION, AND EMPATHY.
Michelle Platt, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology
Northern Illinois University, 2018
Christine K. Malecki, Director
Although some researchers have interpreted findings from longitudinal studies
demonstrating consistent negative associations between prosocial and aggressive behaviors to
mean that there is an inverse relationship between prosociality and aggression, preliminary
research findings have suggested that when the intentions and motivations surrounding
prosocial and aggressive acts are considered, these interpersonal interaction styles may be
more alike than previously believed. The current study analyzed survey responses from 176
freshmen and sophomore students to investigate how engagement in intentionally aggressive
behaviors related to various forms of prosocial behavior. This study also evaluated how levels
of cognitive and affective empathy impact students’ engagement in aggressive and prosocial
behavior. Results revealed that contrary to previous findings, higher levels of cognitive and
affective empathy are not associated with lower levels of relational aggression. Additionally,
results demonstrated that engagement in instrumental prosocial behavior is positively
associated with engagement in instrumental relational aggression providing additional support
for the notion that those who engage in prosocial behavior do not necessarily avoid
engagement in aggressive behaviors.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

It is widely believed that there is an inverse relationship between aggression and
engagement in prosocial behavior. Researchers have argued that results of longitudinal studies
demonstrating consistent negative correlations between aggressive and prosocial behavior
substantiate the claim that these behaviors are opposing constructs (Eron & Huesmann, 1984).
In fact, the term prosocial behavior was initially defined and used as an antonym for antisocial
behavior (Batson & Powell, 1998). One shortcoming of a blanket statement asserting the
opposing nature of prosocial and antisocial behaviors, is that it glosses over the nuanced
similarities that may arise when the varying forms and functions of these interpersonal
interaction styles are considered.
As our understanding of antisocial behavior, specifically aggression, has grown,
research has come to acknowledge that such behavior can take different forms and serve
numerous functions. While historically aggression was primarily conceptualized as physical
and overt acts of intimidation or harm, researchers have now validated the existence of
another more covert form of aggression known as relational aggression. Relational aggression
is a type of aggressive behavior wherein the perpetrator threatens to, or actually does inflict
harm upon, the friendships, social relationships, and/or feelings of inclusion of the victim
(Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Common examples of relational aggression include: spreading, or
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threatening to spread, rumors geared to hurt another, exclusion of a peer from a group, and
threats to withdraw friendship (Herrenkohl & Herrenkohl, 2007).
Research has verified that, as with physical aggression, relational aggression can be
used to serve two functions: a reactive function, and a proactive/instrumental function (Little,
Jones, Henrich, & Hawley, 2003). Reactive aggression occurs as a defensive reaction in
response to the provocation of someone else, and has been shown to be related to low selfcontrol, peer rejection, externalizing symptoms, and the presence of a hostile attribution bias.
Alternatively, proactive/instrumental acts of aggression are deliberate and enacted to further
self-serving interests; this form of aggression is associated both with negative outcomes such
as internalizing symptoms and delinquency and positive outcomes such as leadership skills,
constructiveness, and social competence. Moreover, whereas ease of frustration is positively
correlated with reactive aggression, it is negatively correlated with instrumental aggression
(Little et al., 2003).
If engagement in aggressive behavior is correlated with desired skills and traits (e.g.,
social competence), the glaring question then becomes, is engagement in prosocial behavior
ever correlated with undesirable abilities and traits? Preliminary investigations addressing this
question have found that engagement in prosocial behavior can indeed be associated with
aggressive characteristics (e.g., approval of the use of aggression) and selfish motives (Boxer,
Tisak, & Goldstein, 2004; Carlo & Randall, 2002). The notion that acts of aggression and
prosocial behavior can both be associated with, or motivated by both ‘positive’ and ‘negative’
characteristics lends creditability to the pursuit of more research in this area.
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One behavioral example demonstrating the overlap between prosocial behavior and
aggression is prosocial teasing. Teasing can certainly be aggressive, used to hurt or humiliate
someone (a type of teasing referred to as antisocial teasing), but research suggests it can also
be prosocial, used to socialize, flirt, express affiliative intent, and assist in conflict resolution
(a type of teasing known as prosocial teasing; Barnett, Burns, Sanborn, Bartel, & Wilds, 2004;
Keltner, Capps, Kring, Young, & Heerey, 2001). When considering what may impact an
individual’s tendency to use teasing in a prosocial or antisocial way, the role of empathy rises
as a possible moderator.
In order to increase engagement in prosocial behavior and decrease engagement in
aggressive behavior, many social emotional interventions work to build individuals’ ability to
experience empathy; however, most of these intervention programs focus on improving only
individuals’ cognitive empathy (Gerdes, Segal, Jackson, & Mullins, 2011). Cognitive
empathy, the experience of taking the perspective of another or understanding the thoughts
and feelings of another, is related to, but independent from, affective empathy, the experience
of responding with – or actually feeling – the same emotion as another person (Duan & Hill,
1996; Rueckert, 2011). While improving an individual’s capacity to experience empathy is
generally a good idea, research suggests that major imbalances between cognitive and
affective empathic abilities are associated with maladaptive and abnormal patterns of behavior
including higher levels of anger-related aggression and greater impulsivity (Cox et al., 2011).
Given that cognitive and affective empathy are differentially related to engagement in various
types of behavior, and that an emphasis on one component of empathy over the other can
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result in engagement in maladaptive behavior, it becomes particularly important to investigate
how each component of empathy impacts engagement in prosocial and aggressive behaviors.
The current study seeks to uncover hidden similarities between prosocialty and
aggression by evaluating the functions of these interpersonal interaction styles. Furthermore,
the study will explore the possibility that cognitive empathy and affective empathy are
differentially associated with adolescent’s engagement in prosocial and aggressive behavior.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Prosocial Behavior

Definition & Relation to Empathy

Whereas antisocial behavior is typically defined with at least some specificity, many
studies evaluating prosocial behavior neglect to provide a definition for, or examples of,
prosocial behavior. This lack of operational definition is a telling indicator of the level of
interest prosocial behavior has garnered from the scientific community. In the 1930s and
1940s, when modern social psychology was taking root, the focus of research primarily
revolved around the significant atrocities and large scale antisocial acts that took place during
this time. It wasn’t until the 1960s, when frequent accounts of bystander inaction shook the
nation, that researchers began to put more emphasis on understanding when and why people
act prosocially. Through this framework, prosocial behavior came to generally be used as an
antonym for antisocial behavior, with the term referring to a wide range of behaviors enacted
with the intention of benefitting someone beyond the self (e.g., comforting, sharing, helping,
and cooperating; Batson & Powell, 1998).
While the definition of prosocial behavior used by social science researchers reflects
selfless motivations, philosophers have long argued about the extent to which true selflessness
underlies prosocial behavior. It has been contended that there are two opposing motivational
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constructs, altruism and egoism, either of which can promote engagement in prosocial
behaviors. While egoism is the motivational state in which actions are taken to increase one’s
own welfare, altruism is the term used to describe the motivation to increase the welfare of
another person (Batson & Powell, 1998). In order to understand how to promote and elicit
prosocial actions, it is important to understand the motivations behind such behavior.
The primary thesis of universal egoism purports that the pleasure experienced upon
achieving a goal negates any altruistic intention present when setting said goal; in other
words, even if one believes they are acting with the welfare of another as their ultimate goal,
the interest in, and pleasure experienced upon, achieving the goal necessitates that the
motivation be deemed egoistic (Batson, 2008). This line of thinking, that since people feel
good when they help others, prosocial actions are always self-focused, is a definition of
human behavior that does not allow for the existence of altruism. It states that all human
behavior is motivated by the ultimate goal of attaining personal pleasure/promoting personal
welfare. This rigid conceptualization of the goal of human behavior comes from the strong
form of psychological hedonism and is a contributing principle to the negative-state relief
hypothesis (Cialdini, Darby, & Vincent, 1973) and the aversive-arousal reduction hypothesis
(Piliavin, Dovidio, Gaertner, & Clark, 1981). These hypotheses suggest that engagement in
prosocial behavior occurs because seeing someone in need makes people feel bad, and when
people feel bad it is the self-focused desire to reduce internal negative feelings that motivates
the observer to help the person in need, not altruistic concern for the other person (Piliavin et
al., 1981). For example, helping to quiet a screaming baby in order to reduce one’s own
pounding headache, as opposed to helping simply to ensure that the baby’s needs are being
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met, is egoistic. From this perspective, prosocial behavior is simply one way to reduce
feelings of personal distress and improve one’s own welfare (Batson, Fultz, & Schoenrade,
1987).
In addition to relieving one’s own feelings of distress, prosocial acts can also be
motivated by egoistic self-focused goals such as: the receipt of material/monetary rewards,
public praise and social rewards, self-praise and internal rewards, and the attempt to reduce
feelings of self-censure and guilt (Baton et al., 1987). Research conducted by economists has
demonstrated that in public, engagement in prosocial behavior is strongly motivated by the
desire to be perceived as a prosocial individual, while private prosocial behavior can be
significantly increased through the use of monetary rewards (Ariely, Bracha, & Meier, 2009).
These findings suggest that public engagement in prosocial behavior may be predicted by the
extent to which a person feels they are being perceived as a “good” person. Similarly, whether
or not monetary rewards are offered or not may differentially predict engagement in private
acts of prosocial behavior. Whether the improvement in personal welfare comes from an
internal (e.g., one is able to avoid feelings of guilt) or external (e.g., one is given a gift in
exchange for helping) source, if the ultimate goal of behavior is to improve personal welfare,
egoism states that engagement in prosocial behavior is simply an instrumental mean through
which the goal can be achieved (Batson et al., 1987).
The notion that public acts of prosocial behavior are inherently different than other
acts of prosocial behavior has also been evaluated by psychological researchers. In their 2002
study of college students’ engagement in prosocial behavior, Carlo and Randall had
participants read vignettes and indicate not only, whether or not the protagonist of the story
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should help the character in need, but also the importance of nine different reasons why the
protagonist should, or should not, help the person in need. Result of this study indicated that
engagement in public acts of prosocial behavior was significantly negatively related to
internalized moral reasoning, sympathy, and perspective taking abilities, while simultaneously
positively related to hedonistic (i.e., direct reciprocity reasoning) and approval-oriented
prosocial moral reasoning. In line with the findings of Ariely, Bracha, & Meier (2009), Carlo
and Randall’s findings provide support for the belief that some acts of prosocial behavior,
while perhaps seemingly selfless, are really motivated by a desire to be perceived as a ‘good
person’.
While universal egoism relies on the strong definition of psychological hedonism, that
the goal of all behavior is personal gain, there exists a weak definition of psychological
hedonism. The weak interpretation of hedonism simply states that achieving a goal is always
pleasurable. When the weaker definition of hedonism is accepted, altruism becomes a viable
motivation for engagement in prosocial behavior. For example, if one’s ultimate goal is to
improve the welfare of someone else, upon achieving this goal, one will likely feel pleasure;
as long as pleasurable feelings or rewards were not the helper’s primary goal, the behavior
can still be said to be altruistic. In other words, if an increase in personal welfare is an
unintended consequence of engaging in prosocial behavior, the motivation for the behavior
would still be considered altruistic (Batson & Powell, 1998).
When considering the differences between the sources of egoistic and altruistic
motivation, Batson and other social psychologists looked to the writings of famous
philosophers and scientists such as Thomas Aquinas, Adam Smith, Charles Darwin, and
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others. All of these notable figures proposed that empathic concern is the source of altruism; a
causal association which came to be known as the empathy-altruism hypothesis. This
hypothesis states that feelings of sympathy and compassion (i.e., empathic concern) produce
motivation to act simply to benefit the person in need; thus, feelings of empathic concern are a
strong predictor of engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior (Batson & Powell, 1998).
While research has largely supported the empathy-altruism hypothesis, it is important
to note that these findings do not demonstrate that all acts of prosocial behavior are altruistic
is nature. The empathy-altruism hypothesis leaves room for egoistic motivation of prosocial
behavior in cases where the observer does not experience feelings of empathic concern upon
seeing someone in need. Certainly there are situations in which observers exploit the needs of
others and use prosocial acts to benefit themselves. Acts of prosocial behavior used in an
effort to promote one’s own self-interest have been dubbed ‘instrumental prosocial behaviors’
and preliminary research has suggested that instrumental acts of prosocial behavior are
markedly different than acts of altruistic prosocial behavior in a number of ways (Boxer et al.,
2002).

Uses and Gender Differences

The 2002 study by Boxer et al. is, to our knowledge, the first study to explicitly
differentiate instrumental from altruistic prosocial behavior and investigate the ways in which
these acts are differentially associated with other behaviors. This study investigated the ways
in which proactive aggression, reactive aggression, proactive (i.e., instrumental) prosocial
behavior, and reactive/altruistic prosocial behavior are related.
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Proactive aggressive behavior, sometimes referred to as instrumental aggression, is
behavior enacted to achieve a goal (e.g., “I often hit people to get what I want”). Conversely,
reactive aggressive behaviors occur in response to provocation (e.g., “When someone makes
me angry or upset, I will often hit them for it”; Boxer et al., 2002; Dodge, 1991). Boxer and
colleagues extended these constructs to prosocial behavior, defining proactive/instrumental
prosocial behavior as helping behaviors enacted to further one’s own agenda (e.g., “I often
help people to get what I want”), and reactive prosocial behavior as helping behaviors
involving a positive affective response (e.g., “When someone puts me in a good mood, I will
often help them if they ask”). While the definition of reactive prosocial behavior may not
seem as though it is in line with the aforementioned definition of altruism, it aligns quite
closely with the concepts referenced in the empathy-altruism hypothesis. The empathyaltruism hypothesis indicates that it is feelings of empathic concern which promote altruistic
prosocial behavior; in the aggression literature, Boxer and colleagues argue that reactive
prosocial behavior occurs in response to an emotional reaction to someone. In both scenarios
it is the emotions that the observer feels for the person in need that prompt prosocial behavior.
This extreme similarity between reactive prosocial behavior and altruistic prosocial behavior
was confirmed by Boxer et al. (2002) who uncovered high correlations and factorial cross
loadings between reactive and altruistic prosocial behavior.
In contrast with arguments suggesting that aggression and prosocial behavior are
inversely related (and therefore children and adolescents who engage in prosocial behavior
are unlikely to also engage in aggressive behavior and vice-versa; Eron & Huesmann, 1984),
Boxer et al.’s study found that self-reported engagement in proactive/instrumental prosocial
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behavior was significantly positively correlated with positive beliefs about, support for, and
engagement in, aggressive behavior. The findings of Boxer et al. further demonstrate that
proactive prosocial behavior is statistically distinct from altruistic and reactive acts of
prosocial behavior for adolescents (M age = 14.6 years; SD = 2.00), and affirm that reactive
and altruistic forms of prosocial behavior are significantly negatively correlated with
engagement in aggressive behavior.
In line with the findings of Carlo and Randall (2002) demonstrating that boys are more
likely to engage in public forms of prosocial behaviors, while girls are more likely to engage
in altruistic and emotional types of prosocial behavior, Boxer et al. (2004) also found that
girls reported engaging in more acts of altruistic and reactive prosocial behavior while boys
reported engaging in more acts of proactive/instrumental prosocial behavior. These self-report
findings align with observational findings which have shown that boys are indeed more likely
to help others when in the presence of an audience, and converge with developmental findings
indicating that adolescent boys are more concerned with gaining the approval of others than
are adolescent girls (Carlo, Fabes, Laible, & Kupanoff, 1999; Eagly & Crowley, 1986).
In sum, researchers across various disciplines have demonstrated that there are at least
two distinct motives for engaging in prosocial behavior. Whether self-interested motives are
referred to as egoistic, instrumental, or proactive, one motive for engagement in prosocial
behavior is personal gain. In contrast, altruistic, reactive, and selfless motives are all terms
used to describe the second type of motivation behind engagement in prosocial behavior, the
simple desire to improve the welfare of another person. Initial findings demonstrating a
significant association between proactive prosocial behavior and engagement in aggressive

12
behavior (two types of behavior that boys are more likely to engage in than girls) cast doubt
on claims that individuals who engage in prosocial behavior are unlikely to also engage in
aggressive behavior, and highlight a need for a more nuanced investigation of the associations
between prosocial behavior and various forms of aggressive behavior.

Relational Aggression

Definition and Gender Differences

Aggression, behaviors meant to harm or hurt others, can be used in many ways and
take a number of different forms. Where acts of physical aggression threaten to, or actually
inflict, physical harm (Loeber & Hay, 1997), acts of relational aggression threaten to, or
actually harm one’s friendships, social relationships, and/or feelings of belonging to a group
(Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Common examples of relational aggression include: spreading, or
threatening to spread, rumors geared to hurt another; exclusion of a peer from a group; and
threats to withdraw friendship (Herrenkohl & Herrenkohl, 2007).
Historically, because physical aggression was the focus of most research, and
engagement in physical aggression is largely perpetrated by boys, it was believed that girls
were not aggressive (Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008). In the mid-1990s, Crick and
Grotpeter (1995) rejected the notion that girls were not aggressive and purported that since
boys aim to damage physical dominance and instrumentality, prized aspects of friendship,
while aggressing, girls attempting to aggress would aim to hurt the prized relational elements
of friendships.
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The initial study of relational aggression by Crick and Grotpeter (1995) indicated that
relational aggression and overt aggression (operationalized in this study as a combination of
verbal and physical aggressive behaviors) have a correlation coefficient of 0.54 (p < .01). As
Crick and Grotpeter state, this moderate relation is not surprising given the fact that both
relational aggression and physical aggression are forms of the same base behavior
(aggression). However, this moderate correlation does provide evidence for the notion that
while these two types of aggression are similar in nature, they are distinct entities. Since Crick
and Grotpeter published their initial results, a number of other studies have confirmed the
moderate correlation between physical and relational aggression and provided further support
for the independence of these two constructs (Fite, Stauffacher, Ostrov, and Colder, 2008;
Little et al., 2003).
Preliminary examinations of male and female use of relational aggression provided
some support for the idea that engagement in relational aggression is primarily a female
phenomenon. An initial investigation into the gender differences in various types of
aggression indicated that, when classifying children as, non-aggressive, overtly aggressive,
relationally aggressive, or combined (physically and relationally aggressive), about three
quarters of all children, regardless of gender, can be considered non-aggressive. This
classification system further indicated that the combined group, while consisting of boys and
girls, had three times the number of boys than girls, the overtly aggressive group was made up
of nearly all boys, and the relationally aggressive group, nearly all girls (Crick & Grotpeter,
1995). This suggests that girls may primarily use relational aggression while boys may be
more inclined to use physical aggression or a combination of the two. Related to the elevated
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number of boys in the combined group, another interesting finding to come out of the Crick et
al. (1999) meta-analysis further informed gender differences. When analyzing teacher-report
data, the association between physical and relational aggression was found to be higher for
boys than girls (r = 0.73 and r = 0.63 respectively, p < .05). The same pattern held true for
peer-report of forms of aggression (r = 0.75 males, r = 0.60 females, p < .05). These findings
provide further support for the claim that for girls, relational aggression appears to be used
most frequently, while for boys there tends to be more of an overlap in types of aggression
used.
While these early studies provide some support for the hypothesis that relational
aggression is primarily used by girls, recent research has suggested that boys may use
relational aggression more often than originally purported. Loudin, Loukas, and Robinson
(2003) cite a number of studies which found no gender differences in the use of relational
aggression across developmental stages. One study utilizing the self-report of German
adolescents even found that, by a slight margin, boys use relational aggression more often
than girls (Little et al., 2003).
Regardless of which gender utilizes relational aggression more, it is well documented
that relational aggression is more devastating to girls than it is to boys (Crick, Ostrov, &
Werner, 2006). Research indicates that girls are more keyed into the relational aspects of
interpersonal connections and that it is this focus on the relational elements of peer
associations that likely leads to girls being more upset about relational difficulties than boys
(Spieker et al., 2012). Both engaging in and being victim to relational aggression has been
shown to be more stressful, emotionally problematic, and cognitively disorienting for girls
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(Crick, 1995; Crick, Grotpeter, & Bigbee, 2002; Leadbeater, Kuperminc, Blatt, & Hertzog,
1999; Rudolph & Hammen, 1999).

Uses and Relation to Prosocial Behavior and Empathy

Preliminary studies investigating the impact of specific facets of empathy on
engagement in relational aggression have found unique patterns of associations for cognitive
and affective empathy. In their exploration of college students’ levels of empathy and
engagement in relational aggression, Loudin and colleagues (2003) found that for both males
and females, higher levels of cognitive empathy were associated with lower levels of
engagement in relational aggression. Alternatively, a negative association between affective
empathy and relational aggression was only uncovered for males; empathic concern was not
found to be significantly related to engagement in relational aggression for females. While
findings suggesting that perspective taking mitigates engagement in aggressive behavior are
telling, they have failed to account for the possibility that cognitive and affective empathy
may be differentially related to reactive and proactive forms of aggression.
As mentioned in the prosocial behavior section of this literature review, behavior can
be reactive or proactive/instrumental in nature. As it relates to aggression, reactive behavior is
defined as aggression that occurs as a defensive reaction in response to the provocation or
goal blocking behavior enacted by someone else. Reactive aggression (whether physical or
relational in form) is related to low self-control, peer rejection, externalizing symptoms, and
the presence of a hostile attribution bias. Interestingly, while boys frequently report engaging
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in more aggressive behavior than girls, the magnitude of this difference is often smallest for
reactive aggression (Little et al., 2003).
Alternatively, proactive, or instrumental aggression is defined as aggression that is
deliberately used to further self-serving interests, is promoted by external reinforcement, and
is goal-oriented. While reactive aggression is primarily associated with negative outcomes,
proactive/instrumental aggression is associated with both negative outcomes (e.g.,
internalizing symptoms, delinquency, etc) and positive outcomes such as leadership skills,
constructiveness, and most interestingly, social competence (Little et al., 2003). Also of
interest is the finding that ease of frustration, while positively correlated with reactive
aggression, is negatively correlated with instrumental aggression. This negative association
between ease of frustration and instrumental aggression, in conjunction with the positive
associations between social competence and leadership, strongly suggests that instrumental
aggression is far more intentional and emotionally regulated than other forms of aggression
(Little et al., 2003).
When the intent of behavior is taken into consideration, the purpose of instrumental
relational aggression looks very similar to the purpose of instrumental prosocial behavior.
Both forms of behavior aim to further the self-interest of the actor, and both behaviors are
often used as a way to achieve a self-benefitting goal. This similarity in intent, coupled with
preliminary findings suggesting that proactive prosocial behavior is associated with normative
beliefs supporting the use of aggression, suggest that the differences between instrumental
relational aggression and instrumental prosocial behavior may not be as substantial as
previously believed.
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Prosocial Teasing

Definition

In the same way that relational aggression and prosocial behaviors can be enacted with
the purpose of achieving different goals, so too, can teasing. Teasing has often been lumped
into the category of “bullying behavior”; thus, a large portion of the research about teasing
looks at this interpersonal interaction when it has been committed with negative or hostile
intent. While teases can be used to hurt or humiliate someone (a type of teasing referred to as
antisocial teasing), research suggests they can also be used to socialize, flirt, express
affiliative intent, and assist in conflict resolution (a type of teasing known as prosocial
teasing; Barnett et al., 2004; Keltner et al., 2001). The importance of investigating prosocial
teasing, and other behaviors that can appear aggressive but may be used to express positive
feelings toward the recipient, is highlighted by findings which indicate that starting in middle
school students report observing and experiencing significantly more instances of playful
teasing than harmful teasing (Barnett et al., 2004). Other research findings have supported this
imbalance, with results from one study suggesting that during late adolescence and beyond,
teasing with positive intent occurs nearly twice as often as teasing with negative or hurtful
intent (Gibbs, 2000).
Historically, a major limitation to studying teasing has been the challenge of
effectively defining a tease. Robin Kowalski (2004), building off of the definition offered by
Shapiro and colleagues in 1991, defined teasing as, “a personal communication from an agent
to a target that includes four components: aggression, humour, ambiguity, and identity
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confrontation” (p. 332). This definition is particularly effective because it allows for antisocial
and prosocial teasing, both of which include elements of aggression, humor, ambiguity, and
identity confrontation, to be differentiated by the degree to which each of the four components
is present (e.g., antisocial teasing includes higher levels of aggressiveness and lower levels of
humor than does prosocial teasing; Kowalski, 2004). In other words, this definition creates a
continuum on which all types of teases fall.

Use and Gender Differences

Whereas from an outside perspective the intent of relational aggression or prosocial
acts may seem clear, ambiguity is inherent in teasing. When someone delivers a tease, they
are the only person who truly understands the spirit in which the tease was intended. Since
antisocial teasing is typically meant to be taken literally, it is often delivered directly and
without redress. Alternatively, when one delivers a prosocial tease, research suggests that offrecord cues are frequently used as signals to communicate to others that the interaction was
intended to be playful in nature (Keltner et al., 2001). Off-record cues, or off-record markers,
are verbal or nonverbal behaviors used to help communicate the intent of the teaser and to
alert others that nonliteral interpretations of the communicative exchange are present and
should be considered. For example, hyperbole/exaggeration, rhetorical questions, hints, iconic
displays (e.g., winks), prosodic variations (e.g., sing-song tone of voice), formulaic phrases
(e.g., “yeah-yeah-yeah”), and exaggerated facial expressions are all types of off-record cues
used to soften the aggression present in a tease and communicate humorous intent (Keltner et
al., 2001). Research has indicated that teases paired with more off-record markers evoke less
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negative emotion and more positive emotion than teases which are accompanied by few or no
off-record cues (Keltner, Young, Heerey, Oemig, & Monarch, 1998).
The ambiguous nature of teasing can be particularly useful when a tease is being used
to communicate certain messages to the receiver. Research has suggested that prosocial
teasing is commonly used to communicate to a peer that a norm violation has occurred
(Keltner et al., 2001). For example, when a social interaction is disrupted by a conversational
norm violation such as bragging or inane/improbable story-telling, teasing is a common
response (Drew, 1987). In their 1991 review of teasing, Shapiro, Buameister, and Kessle
suggested that teasing in response to norm violations is a type of social control mechanism
used to promote conformity within a group. This notion was echoed in Bollmer, Harris,
Milich, and Georgesen’s 2003 study where results suggested that even playful and mild teases
create acute awareness that one has engaged in a social misstep, and motivates the recipient to
make the amends necessary to correct their misstep. By using prosocial teasing to
communicate to others that a violation of social norms has been committed (as opposed to
direct or aggressive confrontation), the teaser is able to comment on what might be a sensitive
topic without offending the recipient and without appearing overtly aggressive or overly
disparaging (Keltner et al., 2001).
Another situation in which prosocial teasing is likely to occur is when
children/adolescents attempt to navigate and negotiate anticipated or present conflict (Keltner
et al., 2001). Observational studies have suggested that as interactions between children and
their parents or siblings come to be characterized by more conflict, prosocial teasing, as a
negotiation tactic, is used more frequently (Dunn & Munn, 1985). Among adolescents and
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young adults, teasing is often used to ease the tension inherent in conversations about
conflicts of interest and divergent goals and beliefs (Eder, 1991; Straehle, 1993). In other
instances, prosocial/friendly teasing is used as a way to keep social interactions light and
prevent potential conflict. While there have been few empirical studies conducted recently
evaluating this use of prosocial teasing with American participants, prior research with adults
suggests that teasing used in this context tends to occur in relationships which, by nature, tend
to be conflictual (e.g., the relationship between in-laws and the relationship between a wife
and her mother-in-law; Apte, 1985).
The use of prosocial teasing to comment on, and encourage change in, the behavior of
others suggests that, like instrumental relational aggression and instrumental prosocial
behavior, prosocial teasing can be a goal-directed form of behavior used to alter or manipulate
the behavior of others. Research has provided some support for this notion, with some studies
finding an association between engagement in prosocial teasing and pursuit of social status for
boys (Podnar, 2013).
In respect to gender differences in teasing, the literature has repeatedly demonstrated
that boys engage in teasing more often than girls, and further, that teasing conducted by boys
is more aggressive than teasing employed by girls (Barnett et al., 2004; McGhee, 1976). Boys
have also demonstrated greater resilience to the negative effects of teasing and are more likely
to experience teasing as positive and affiliative in nature (Bond, Carlin, Thomas, Rubin, &
Patton, 2001; Grills & Ollendick, 2002; Keltner et al., 1998; Kowalski, 2004).
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Empathy

Definition and Components

Having reviewed various types of prosocial behavior, relational aggression, and
“prosocial” teasing/playful relational aggression, it is important to determine what factors
may impact these behaviors, with one of those factors being levels of empathy. While
previously imprecisely and inconsistently defined, ‘empathy’ has come to be regarded as a
multidimensional construct comprised of the experience of taking the perspective of another
or understanding the thoughts and feelings of another person (dubbed, cognitive empathy),
and the experience of responding with -or actually feeling- the same emotion as another
person (affective empathy; Duan & Hill, 1996; Rueckert, 2011). Early investigations of
empathy tended only to focus on a single element of empathy, with researchers relying on
individual difference measures that did not differentiate cognitive from affective empathy,
measured only cognitive or affective empathy, or collapsed all responses into a single
empathy score. However, in the mid-1970s, researchers began to advocate for the importance
of independently evaluating cognitive and affective empathy, as it was purported that only
through analysis of the independent and interdependent contributions of the component
elements of empathy, could a more thorough and comprehensive understanding of empathy,
and the empathic process, be developed (Davis, 1980).
Research assessing the unity and convergence of the cognitive and affective elements
of empathy has found that these constructs are moderately correlated. While the significant
correlation between these components is expected given that affective empathy and cognitive
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empathy are hypothesized to be elements of the same general behavior, the moderate strength
of the association provides support for the notion that these components are distinct. The
moderate correlation further indicates that neither element can function as a powerful
predictor of the other (Davis, 1980).
The distinctiveness of cognitive and affective empathy has been supported by a
number of neuropsychological studies which have demonstrated how damage to specific areas
of the brain differentially impacts one’s ability to experience cognitive or affective empathy
(Cox et al., 2011). This distinctiveness has also been demonstrated in studies evaluating
certain pathologies and maladaptive behaviors. For example, many studies have shown that
individuals diagnosed with borderline traits, autism, and bipolar disorder, demonstrate deficits
in cognitive empathy with no corresponding deficits in affective empathy (Dziobek et al.,
2008; Harari, Shamay-Tsoory, Ravid, & Kevkovitz, 2010; Shamay-Tsoory, Harari,
Szepsenwol, & Levkovitz, 2009). Alternatively, people diagnosed with depersonalization,
psychopathy, narcissism, and schizophrenia have been shown to evidence impairments in
affective empathy but have no noted difficulty demonstrating cognitive empathy (Blair, 2005;
Lawrence et al., 2007; Jones et al., 2010; Ritter et al., 2011; Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2007). A
study by Jolliffe & Farrington (2006) found that young teenaged girls and boys who
frequently engaged in bullying behavior had significantly lower levels of affective and total
empathy than their peers who engaged in infrequent bullying behavior. Taken together, these
findings, and findings suggesting that individuals with strong affective empathy and weak
cognitive empathy report higher levels of anger-related aggression and impulsiveness than
individuals with more balanced levels of cognitive and affective empathy, suggest that major
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imbalances between cognitive and affective empathic abilities are associated with
maladaptive and abnormal patterns of behavior (Cox et al., 2011).

Gender Differences

While there are many methods for assessing empathy, the most frequently used is
undoubtedly self-report (Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983). Studies utilizing self-report measures of
empathy consistently find that females of all ages report significantly higher levels of
empathy than men. Moreover, this finding holds true even when the purpose of the
assessment (and thus the demand characteristics associated with it) is ambiguous (Eisenberg
& Lennon, 1983).
When broken down into its component elements, women still report significantly
higher levels of cognitive and affective empathy than men; however, the magnitude of this
difference tends to be smallest for cognitive empathy (Davis, 1980). This finding has been
replicated numerous times, with many reviews of gender differences in the various facets of
empathy demonstrating that while males and females may be equally adept at identifying the
feelings of another person (cognitive empathy), females are more likely to also experience a
vicarious affective response (affective empathy; Hoffman, 1977).
While gender differences in empathy are commonly found within studies utilizing
self-report data, studies that evaluate empathy using other criteria do not always yield the
same results. Many meta-analyses have explicitly suggested that inconsistent findings
regarding gender differences in empathy are directly related to the assessment method used
during evaluation (Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983; Hoffman, 1977). Large scale reviews have
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shown that those assessment methods that primarily evaluate the affective element of empathy
tend to find more consistent gender differences in favor of women, whereas assessment
methods emphasizing the cognitive element of empathy tend to yield inconsistent sex
differences (Hoffman, 1977). These findings provide further support for the use of
multidimensional assessments of empathy and caution against the use of assessments that
favor one element of empathy over the other.
Given that feelings of empathy, and empathic responding, are primarily internal and
covert, it is difficult to ascertain the true nature of any gender differences which may exist. At
this time, given the internal nature of empathy and research which suggests that different
people express empathy in different ways (Buck, 1977; Buck, Miller, & Caul, 1974), it is
determined that self-report measures are an adequate method through which to obtain
information about an individual’s level of various specific facets of empathy (Batson, 1987).

Associations with Behavior

When evaluating the ways in which empathy relates to behavior, it is important to
clearly differentiate between empathy, a multidimensional construct including elements of
affective and cognitive empathy, and personal distress, as a self-focused emotional state
which arises in response to seeing another person in need (Davis, 1980). Personal distress and
empathy (specifically affective empathy) have been shown to have very low correlations (i.e.,
correlated at or below the 0.11 level) and these weak correlations suggest that there is very
little, if any, overlap between the two psychological states (Davis, 1980).
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The importance of differentiating between personal distress and empathic concern
arises because the two psychological states have been shown to be differentially related to
engagement in various types of behavior. While empathic concern for a person in distress
leads to an other-focused emotional state and a desire to help the person in need, feelings of
personal distress lead to a primary focus of reducing one’s own discomfort (Eisenberg &
Eggum, 2009). Research has repeatedly demonstrated that personal distress typically only
leads to helping behavior (or behavior meant to reduce the suffering of the other person) when
the observer cannot easily escape the situation. In other words, when an observer experiencing
personal distress can easily reduce their own discomfort by escaping or avoiding further
contact with the person in need, the observer will often choose this option in lieu of helping
the other person. Conversely, observers who experience empathic concern upon encountering
someone in distress are far more likely to provide help even if it would be easier to simply
ignore or avoid the situation (Batson, 1991; Eisenberg, Fabes, & Spinrad, 2006). This
difference in responding suggests that personal distress may be more strongly associated with
instrumental prosocial behavior, while empathic concern may be more strongly associated
with altruistic prosocial behavior.
In relation to antisocial behavior, the association between empathic concern and
engagement in aggressive behavior has been shown to be mediated by the individual’s attitude
toward bullying. That is to say, research has demonstrated that kids with high levels of
empathic concern tend to perceive bullying as being more wrong and therefore engage in
fewer instances of bullying (Endresen & Olweus, 2001); this association has not been
demonstrated by individuals who experience high levels of personal distress. Together these
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findings suggest that affective empathy (empathic concern) plays an important role in
promoting prosocial behavior and mitigating engagement in aggressive behavior, while
feelings of personal distress tend to result in prosocial actions only when there will be a direct
benefit to the actor.

CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND PREDICTIONS

As mentioned previously, the overarching goal of this study was to determine if
aggressive behaviors enacted with purposeful intent are associated with engagement in
various types of prosocial behavior; and further, to investigate how cognitive and affective
empathy impact students’ engagement in proactive and aggressive behaviors. The following
questions guided this investigation.
1. How do the facets of empathy relate to engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior,
instrumental prosocial behavior, prosocial teasing, and instrumental relational
aggression?
1a. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in altruistic
prosocial behavior, and affective empathy and altruistic prosocial behavior, for
boys and girls?
Although the current study does not evaluate the causal impact of cognitive and affective
empathy on engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior, the research on the empathy-altruism
hypothesis (Batson & Powell, 1998) supports a prediction that for boys and girls, higher
levels of cognitive and affective empathy will be associated with higher levels of engagement
in altruistic prosocial behavior.
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1b. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in
instrumental prosocial behavior, and affective empathy and instrumental prosocial
behavior, for boys and girls?
Carlo and Randall’s 2002 study, which systematically evaluated the dimensions of prosocial
behavior, demonstrated that girls and boys who engage in more public acts of prosocial
behavior tend to be particularly concerned with their own needs, less sensitive to the needs of
others, and engage in less sophisticated perspective taking. As instrumental and public
prosocial behavior are both types of behavior characterized by self-oriented motives, it is
hypothesized that for girls and boys, higher levels of engagement in instrumental prosocial
behavior will be associated with lower levels of cognitive and affective empathy (i.e., there
will be a negative association between cognitive empathy and instrumental prosocial behavior
and a negative association between affective empathy and instrumental prosocial behavior for
boys and girls).
1c. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in prosocial
teasing, and affective empathy and prosocial teasing, for boys and girls?
While girls have been shown to be less resilient to the negative effects of teasing than boys,
research has demonstrated that boys tease more frequently and are more likely to perceive
teasing as positive and affiliative (Keltner et al., 1998; Lampert, 1996). Since girls tend to
self-report high levels of empathy, but be negatively impacted by teasing, it is predicted that
cognitive and affective empathy will be negatively associated with engagement in prosocial
teasing for girls (i.e., as girls’ level of cognitive or affective empathy increases, their level of
engagement in prosocial teasing will decrease). As boys tend to perceive and receive teasing
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as more friendly in nature, it is predicted that cognitive and affective empathy will be
positively associated with engagement in prosocial teasing (i.e., as boys’ level of cognitive or
affective empathy increases, so too will their engagement in prosocial teasing).
1d. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in
instrumental relational aggression, and affective empathy and instrumental
relational aggression, for boys and girls?
Research has repeatedly demonstrated that both facets of empathy mitigate engagement in
aggressive behavior. For example, a study by Kaukiainen and colleagues (1999) specifically
found that students with higher levels of cognitive empathy engaged in less relational
aggression, while a study by Mehrabian (1997) demonstrated that the emotional component of
empathy (i.e., affective empathy) is negatively related to various forms of violence and
aggression (Loudin et al., 2003). Although it arguably takes a level of perspective taking to
engage in instrumental forms of relational aggression, when investigated independently it is
predicted that for girls and boys cognitive and affective empathy will be negatively associated
with instrumental relational aggression (i.e., as level of cognitive or affective empathy
increases, engagement in instrumental relational aggression will decrease).
2. How does relational aggression relate to engagement in prosocial behavior and more
specifically, prosocial teasing?
2a. What is the association between instrumental relational aggression and altruistic
prosocial behavior?
Is this association moderated by level of cognitive empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Boxer et al.’s (2004) findings indicate that individuals who engage in altruistic prosocial
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behavior are significantly less likely to hold normative beliefs supporting the use of
aggression; therefore, in line with these findings it is predicted that instrumental relational
aggression will be significantly negatively associated with engagement in altruistic prosocial
behavior. Moreover, it is predicted that the negative relationship between instrumental
relational aggression and altruistic prosocial behavior will be strongest for individuals with
high levels of affective empathy.
2b. What is the association between instrumental relational aggression and
instrumental prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Findings from Boxer et al.’s 2004 study indicate that engagement in instrumental prosocial
behavior is positively significantly correlated with normative beliefs supporting the use of
aggression. In line with these findings it is predicted that engagement in instrumental
relational aggression will be positively associated with engagement in instrumental prosocial
behavior. Furthermore, it is predicted that engagement in instrumental relational aggression
will predict engagement in instrumental prosocial behavior more strongly for individuals with
low levels of affective empathy (i.e., the association between engagement in instrumental
relational aggression and instrumental prosocial behavior will be strongest for students with
low levels of affective empathy).
2c. What is the association between engagement in instrumental relational aggression
and engagement in prosocial teasing? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
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Previous research has indicated that low levels of empathy are related to both engagement in
relational aggression and engagement in playful relational behavior (Platt, 2016). Given that
prosocial teasing is included in the construct playful relational behavior, it is hypothesized
that there will be a significant positive association between engagement in relational
aggression and engagement in prosocial teasing, and furthermore, that this association will be
moderated by empathy. Specifically, it is predicted that there will be a significant association
between relational aggression and prosocial teasing for students with high levels of empathy
(i.e., for students with high cognitive and/or affective empathy, as engagement in relational
aggression goes down, so too will engagement in prosocial teasing). Alternatively, while
research has demonstrated that students with lower levels of empathy are more likely to
engage in relational aggression and antisocial teasing, lower levels of engagement in prosocial
teasing do not necessarily imply engagement in higher levels of antisocial teasing (though
there is some evidence to suggest that boys may be more likely to engage in both playful and
aggressive teasing than girls; Barnett et al., 2004). It is thus hypothesized that for students
with low levels of empathy, engagement in relational aggression and engagement in prosocial
teasing will not be significantly related.
3. How does prosocial teasing relate to prosocial behavior?
3a. What is the association between engagement in prosocial teasing and engagement
in altruistic prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of cognitive
empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Research suggests that among adolescents teasing is often used to ease tension, navigate
potential or actual conflict, and comment on sensitive topics without offending others or
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appearing overly disparaging (Eder, 1991; Straehle, 1993; Keltner et al., 2001). While the use
of teasing in this way is clearly meant to have positive outcomes, attempts to reduce conflict
and appear less disparaging may be enacted in an effort to limit feelings of personal distress.
If high school students’ use of prosocial teasing is motivated by a desire to reduce feelings of
personal distress in uncomfortable situations, research suggests that these students would be
less likely to engage in altruistic prosocial behavior (Batson, 1991; Eisenberg et al., 2006). It
is therefore predicted that engagement in prosocial teasing will be negatively associated with
engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior.
3b. What is the association between engagement in prosocial teasing and engagement
in instrumental prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Prosocial teasing and instrumental prosocial behavior can be used to achieve similar goals.
For example, prosocial teasing, while friendly in nature, often occurs in response to violations
of social norms, purportedly as a way to express a desire for the target to make a certain
change (i.e., prosocial teasing is used to highlight deviations from social norms in an effort to
communicate to the target that they have strayed from normative behavior and that a change
in behavior is necessary; Keltner et al., 2001). Similarly, instrumental prosocial behavior,
behavior that is by definition goal-oriented (Boxer et al., 2004), may be used to communicate
that the recipient needs to make some change in behavior or appearance. Given these
similarities, it is hypothesized that engagement in prosocial teasing will be positively related
to engagement in instrumental prosocial behavior (i.e., greater instrumental prosocial behavior
will be associated with higher engagement in prosocial teasing); further, it is expected that
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empathy will moderate this association such that the relationship between prosocial teasing
and instrumental prosocial behavior will be weakest for those individuals with high levels of
affective empathy.

CHAPTER 4
METHODOLOGY

Participants

As relatively few studies of adolescents have evaluated prosocial behavior or the
proactive and/or reactive forms of aggressive behavior, 9th and 10th grade students were
recruited from a rural/suburban mid-western high school to participate in the current study.
176 students participated in the study. 88 (50.0%) were male, 88 (50.0%) were female, 89
(50.6%) were in 9th grade, and 87 (49.4%) participants were in 10th grade. The participating
students’ ethnic composition was 83.5% White, 14.2% Hispanic, 2.3% Black, 1.7% Asian,
2.8% Native American, and 1.7% Other and/or Multiracial. Information regarding IRB
approval, recruitment, consent/assent, and missing data is reviewed in the procedure section.

Measures

All participants completed a demographic survey and four self-report rating scales.
The Aggressive and Prosocial Behavior Questionnaire (Boxer et al., 2004) was used to assess
engagement in altruistic and instrumental prosocial behavior. A measure designed by Little et
al. (2003), hereafter referred to as the Assessment of the Dimensions of Aggression, evaluated
student use of instrumental relational aggression. Prosocial teasing behavior was assessed
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using the Prosocial Teasing Questionnaire (Podnar, 2013); and Davis’s (1980) Interpersonal
Reactivity Index was used to measure cognitive and affective empathy.

Prosocial Behavior

Aggressive and Prosocial Behavior Questionnaire

The Aggressive and Prosocial Behavior Questionnaire (APBQ) was administered to
assess students’ use of different types of prosocial behavior. This student self-report measure,
developed and tested by Boxer et al. in their 2004 study, Is it Bad to be Good? An Exploration
of Aggressive and Prosocial Behavior Subtypes in Adolescence, investigates respondents’
levels of altruistic prosocial behavior, proactive prosocial behavior, and reactive prosocial
behavior; for the purpose of the current study only the altruistic and proactive prosocial
behavior scales were used. The 5 item altruistic prosocial subscale (author reported α= .83;
current study α= .84) asks students to identify how strongly they identify with statements
about their engagement in 5 specific altruistic prosocial acts (e.g., “I often do favors for
people without being asked”) while the 5 item proactive prosocial subscale (author reported
α= .90; current study α= .92) asks students to identify how strongly they identify with
statements about their engagement in specific proactive prosocial acts (e.g., “I often do favors
for people to get what I want”). Students are asked to choose their response from a 6-point
Likert-type scale where 1=definitely not like me and 6=definitely like me, based on the option
that best describes what they are like as a person (Boxer et al., 2004). Higher scores indicate
higher levels of engagement in that type of prosocial behavior. For regression analyses a mean
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altruistic prosocial behavior score and a mean proactive prosocial behavior score was
computed for each student.
The APBQ was developed with a sample of 250 primarily female (66%) Caucasian
(93%) adolescents (M= 14.6 years, SD= 2.00). Per author report, the proactive items of the
APBQ were derived from items that had been developed by Little et al. to measure
instrumental aggression (i.e., proactive aggression; “I often… to get what I want”) in their
2000 study, while altruistic prosocial items were developed to capture those prosocial acts
which occur voluntarily. The reported evidence for the reliability of the 5-item altruistic
prosocial subscale is good (α = 0.83; current study α= 0.84) and the reported evidence for the
reliability of the proactive prosocial subscale is excellent (α = 0.90; current study α= 0.92).
Evidence for the distinction between proactive prosocial behavior and altruistic
prosocial behavior is multifaceted: the principal component analyses (PCA) conducted by
Boxer et al. showed no cross-loadings between proactive prosocial items and altruistic
prosocial items; the altruistic prosocial subscale and the proactive prosocial subscale were
uncorrelated; and while the proactive prosocial subscale was significantly positively
correlated with aggressive behavior, the altruistic prosocial subscale was significantly
negatively correlated with aggressive behavior.
The utility of this measure stems from its novel subscales which distinguish
instrumental, or proactive, prosocial acts from altruistic prosocial acts.
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Instrumental Relational Aggression

Assessment of the Dimensions of Aggression

In order to assess students’ use of instrumental relational aggression, a subscale of the
measure developed by Little et al. in their 2003 study entitled, Disentangling the “Whys”
from the “Whats” of Aggressive Behavior, was administered (hereafter referred to as the
Assessment of the Dimensions of Aggression). This measure is a student self-report
questionnaire with thirty-six items assessing three dimensions of overt aggression (‘pure’
overt aggression, ‘reactive’ overt aggression’, and ‘instrumental’ overt aggression) and three
dimensions of relational aggression (‘pure’ relational aggression, ‘reactive’ relational
aggression’, and ‘instrumental’ relational aggression). The instrumental relational aggression
subscale asks respondents to report the degree to which they agree with six statements
describing personal engagement in various acts of instrumental relational aggression (e.g.,
“To get what I want, I often tell others I won’t be their friend anymore”) using a 4-point
Likert type scale where 1 = Not at All True to 4 = Completely True. Higher scores indicate
greater use of that particular type and dimension of aggression. For regression analyses, a
mean instrumental relational aggression score was computed for each student.
The Assessment of the Dimensions of Aggression was developed with a sample of
1,723 German students grades five through ten. Per author report, the items were adapted and
translated by a committee of bilingual experts as versions of the assessment exist in both
English and German. The internal validity of the measure as a whole was evaluated using the
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA; values less than 0.08 are considered
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acceptable), the Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI; values greater than 0.90 are considered
acceptable), and the Incremental Fit Index (IFI; values greater than 0.90 are considered
acceptable). Analyses indicated that the model used in the measure (six constructs, ‘pure,
‘reactive’, and ‘instrumental’ overt and relational aggression, restricted by a second-order
disentanglement) produced a RMSEA value of 0.061, an NNFI value of 0.946, and an IFI
value of 0.955. Not only did the authors’ model demonstrate acceptable internal validity,
follow up analyses demonstrated that alternative models fit the data significantly worse. The
generalizability of the measure was also assessed and the analyses revealed that the model fit
was equivalent across age, gender, and ethnicity.
As a way to evaluate the external validity of the measure, criterion validity was
assessed for the four types of aggression- instrumental overt aggression, reactive overt
aggression, instrumental relational aggression, and reactive relational aggression.
Simultaneous regressions demonstrated that the different types of aggression had fairly unique
patterns of associations with the self-reported and peer-reported outcome variables of the
study (e.g., hostility, frustration intolerance, victimization, negative influence, and social
competence). For example, overt, relational, and reactive aggression were positively
associated with hostility and frustration intolerance, but instrumental aggression was not
associated with hostility and was negatively associated with ease of frustration. These
differentiated patterns support the criterion validity of the evaluated constructs and therefore
the uniqueness of the construct, ‘instrumental relational aggression’. Additionally, the
evidence for the reliability of the 6-item instrumental relational aggression subscale in the
current study is good (α = 0.88).

39
The utility of this measure stems from its ability to assess specific forms and functions
of aggressive behavior. By separating the dimensions of aggression, reactive and instrumental
functions of overt and relational aggression can be independently and directly assessed.

Prosocial Teasing

Prosocial Teasing Questionnaire

The Prosocial Teasing Questionnaire (Podnar, 2013) was used to evaluate participants’
engagement in acts of prosocial teasing. The 20 items of the Prosocial Teasing Questionnaire
(PTQ) reflect three main elements of prosocial teasing, indirect communication (e.g., “I think
teasing is a useful way to show affection”), playful provocation (e.g., “I often say meansounding things to friends (e.g., calling them a loser) even though I really mean the
opposite”), and fun/enjoyment (e.g., “When I am with my closest friends, we often make fun
of each other in playful ways”). Respondents are asked to read each item and indicate the
extent to which they agree or disagree with it using a 5-point Likert-type scale where 1=
Strongly Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Neutral (neither agree nor disagree), 4= Agree, and 5=
Strongly Agree. Higher scores indicate higher levels of engagement in acts of prosocial
teasing. For regression analyses a mean prosocial teasing score was computed for each
student.
The PTQ was developed and tested using three separate samples of college students
(sample 1= 92 male & 146 female participants; sample 2= 124 male & 126 female
participants; sample 3=127 male & 120 female participants). The average age of all 735
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participants was 18.57 years (SD= 2.04) with a range of 17-49 years. The evidence for the
internal validity of the PTQ is good (author reported α= 0.89; current study α = 0.86).
To establish external validity, a subset of the overall sample was asked to share an
email address of a friend or family member; this ‘informant’ then completed an informant
version of the PTQ, rating how well each of ten items described the study participant (e.g.,
“He often pokes fun at his friends in order to show how close they are”; 1= Strongly
Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Neutral (neither agree nor disagree), 4= Agree, and 5= Strongly
Agree). The significant positive correlations between informants’ responses and study
participants’ self-reports (r = 0.24, p <0.001) demonstrate that as participants report engaging
in more prosocial teasing, others observe higher levels of engagement in prosocial teasing by
the participants. Additionally, analyses investigating the impact of social desirability on PTQ
scores revealed that the PTQ is negatively correlated with both the Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability scale and the Impression Management subscale of the Balanced Inventory of
Desirable Responding, for both males and females suggesting that respondents’ answers are
not significantly impacted by the desire to be perceived positively.
Evidence for convergent validity comes from significant positive correlations between
the PTQ and numerous humor-related various. Per author report, the PTQ is positively
correlated with affiliative humor (e.g., joking around with others, telling amusing/funny
stories, laughing with others; r = 0.31, p< 0.001), aggressive humor (e.g., sarcasm, using
humor to criticize or correct others; r = 0.46, p< 0.001), self-enhancing humor (e.g., using
humor in an effort to regulate/cope with emotions, maintain a light/amusing outlook on life,
foster perspective-taking; r = 0.15, p< 0.001), and self-defeating humor (e.g., using humor to
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hide negative feelings, engaging in self-disparaging humor; r = 0.33, p< 0.001; as measured
by the Humour Styles Questionnaire, Martin et al., 2003). Additionally, the PTQ is negatively
correlated with seriousness (r = -0.14, p<0.05; as measured by the seriousness items on the
State-Trait Cheerfulness Inventory, Ruch & Köhler, 1999), positively correlated with
playfulness (r= 0.18, p<0.01; as measured by the Adult Playfulness Scale, Glynn & Webster,
1992), and sarcasm (r= 0.49, p<0.001; as measured by the Sarcasm Self-Report Survey,
Ivanko et al., 2004). Taken together these correlations demonstrate that the PTQ is positively
correlated with a number of humor related variables, playfulness, and sarcasm, and negatively
correlated with seriousness.
The utility of this measure stems from its base in theory, research, and relevant
literature and its unique ability to evaluate prosocial teasing as an independent construct.

Cognitive and Affective Empathy

Interpersonal Reactivity Index

The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1980) is comprised of four subscales,
Perspective Taking, Fantasy, Empathic Concern, and Personal Distress. In line with previous
research, the Perspective Taking subscale will be used to assess cognitive empathy and the
Empathic Concern subscale will be used to evaluate affective empathy (Cox et al., 2011). The
Perspective Taking subscale is made up of 7 items that reflect the degree to which the
respondent feels they are able to, “step ‘outside the self’” (Davis, 1980, pp. 11-12) and
understand the point of view of another person in a ‘real life’ situation (i.e., not take the
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perspective of a fictitious character in a movie; e.g., “When I’m upset at someone, I usually
try to ‘put myself in his shoes’ for a while”). The reported evidence for the reliability of the
Perspective Taking subscale is acceptable (males α = .71; females α = .75; Davis, 1980). The
Empathic Concern subscale includes 7 items that assess how strongly an individual feels they
respond to an observed individual with concern and compassion (e.g., “When I see someone
being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards them). Participants are asked to
respond to each item by choosing the response on a 5-point Likert-type scale where A= Does
not describe me well and E= Describes me very well that they feel best describes themselves.
The reported evidence for the reliability of the Empathic Concern subscale is acceptable
(males α = .68; females α = .73; Davis, 1980). For statistical analyses “A” was given the
numeric value 0, “B” was coded as 1, “C” as 2, “D” as 3, and “E” was coded as 4.
Additionally, mean cognitive empathy and mean affective empathy scores were computed for
each student.
The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) was initially made up of 50 items. This
‘phase 1’ IRI was tested with 251 female and 201 male participants. The initial factor
analyses of these items demonstrated that for both males and females there were four major
factors (fantasy items, perspective-taking items, empathic concern items, and personal distress
items). During ‘phase 2’ of IRI development, a 45 item questionnaire (including items from
‘phase 1’ and new items written to align with specific factors) was tested with 206 female and
221 male college students. Factor analyses at this phase uncovered very few items that loaded
on two or more factors and revealed a nearly identical four-factor structure for males and
females. In the construction of the final Interpersonal Reactivity Index, the few items that
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loaded on to two or more factors, and the few items that loaded highly onto a factor for only
one gender were removed. The twenty-eight items in the final IRI were put in random order
and tested with 579 male and 582 female college students. The final factor analyses provided
strong support for the four factor structure; this support was strengthened by good internal
reliability coefficients. Acceptable test-retest reliability for a period of 60 to 75 days was
established using a subsample of the same college population.
The distinction among the fantasy, perspective-taking, empathic concern, and personal
distress subscales is validated in a number of ways; across multiple samples, factor analyses
repeatedly demonstrated that a four factor structure fit the data appropriately for both males
and females; internal reliability within the factors was demonstrated with multiple samples;
and subscale intercorrelations demonstrate that no pairwise comparison of any of the four
constructs has a correlation coefficient greater than 0.33. The reliability for the current study
sample was α= 0.67 for both the Perspective Taking and Empathic Concern subscales.
The utility of this assessment stems from its proven ability to individually assess
elements of cognitive and affective empathy.

Procedure

A rural/suburban high school was recruited via email and provided with a detailed
description of the study, information regarding data collection procedures, and copies of the
study measures. After the school agreed to participate, a passive parental consent process was
approved by Northern Illinois University’s Institutional Review Board. In line with this
process, all freshmen and sophomore students received a description of the study and an
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optional withdrawal form two weeks prior to data collection. Before completing the online
survey students were again shown a description of the study, reminded that their participation
was voluntary, and asked to provide assent. The survey was presented using the Qualtrics
online survey program and all responses were anonymous. The order of the survey measures
was counterbalanced to control for order effects. Survey administration typically lasted no
more than 45 minutes.
Two hundred thirty-one (79.66%) of the total 290 freshmen and sophomore students
enrolled in the participating high school responded to the survey. 41 (17.7%) of the 231
survey respondents declined to participate, and 190 (82.3%) provided assent and completed
the questionnaire.
Of the 190 students who provided assent, 13 students (6.8% of respondents) were
dropped from analyses because they completed one or fewer of the four measures, and one
student (0.005% of respondents) was dropped because they did not complete the Interpersonal
Reactivity Index and therefore had no empathy scores and could not be included in any of the
study analyses. The 14 dropped participants did not differ significantly from the final sample
on mean proactive prosocial behavior score (F(1, 172) = 1.783, p = 0.183), mean instrumental
relational aggression score (F(1, 173) = 0.603, p = 0.439), or mean prosocial teasing score
(F(1, 176) = 0.309, p = 0.579); however, the 14 dropped participants did have significantly
lower mean altruistic prosocial scores than the final sample did (F(1, 172) = 9.060, p =
0.003). Comparisons of the two groups’ mean cognitive and affective empathy scores were
unable to be computed as none of the dropped participants completed the empathy scales.
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Listwise deletion was used as there was no more than 3.5% missing data per variable. The
missing data per variable ranged from 0.6-3.45%.
The final sample consisted of 176 students (50.0% male, 50.6% 9th graders, and
83.5% White). For detailed demographic information about non-participating students,
participating students, and the total high school population, see Table 1.

Table 1
Participant, Non-Participant, and School Demographic Information

Sex

Male
Female
Not Reported
Grade
9th
10th
Low-Income
Free/Reduced Lunch
Disability Status IEP/504
Ethnicity/Race
White
Hispanic/Latino
Black/African American
Asian/Pacific Islander
Native American
Other/Multiple
No Response
Total Number of Students

Opt-Out
Group
N
%
20
48.8
11
26.8
10
24.4
14
34.1
25
60.9
9
21.9
8
19.5
24
58.5
12
29.3
2
4.9
2
4.9
1
2.4
6
14.6
0
0
41

Dropped

Participants

N
7
7
0
6
8
6
1
11
2
0
0
0
0
1
14

N
88
88
0
89
87
51
20
147
25
4
3
5
3
0
176

%
50
50
0
42.9
57.1
42.9
7.1
78.6
14.3
0
0
0
0
7.1

%
50
50
0
50.6
49.4
29
11.4
83.5
14.2
2.3
1.7
2.8
1.7
0

Participating
High School
N
%
318 53
282 47
0 0
150 25
140 23.3
207 34.5
38 6.3
496 82.7
90 15
8 1.3
4 0.7
0 0
2 0.3
0 0
600

Research Questions and Proposed Analyses
1. How do the facets of empathy relate to engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior,
instrumental prosocial behavior, prosocial teasing, and instrumental relational aggression?
1a. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in altruistic prosocial
behavior, and affective empathy and altruistic prosocial behavior, for boys and girls? (Figures
1 and 2)
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Figure 1. Question 1a Conceptual Model – Cognitive Empathy.

Figure 2. Question 1a Conceptual Model – Affective Empathy.
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1b. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in
instrumental prosocial behavior, and affective empathy and instrumental prosocial behavior,
for boys and girls? (Figures 3 and 4).

Figure 3. Question 1b Conceptual Model – Cognitive Empathy.

Figure 4. Question 1b Conceptual Model – Affective Empathy.
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1c. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in prosocial
teasing, and affective empathy and prosocial teasing, for boys and girls? (Figures 5 and 6).

Figure 5. Question 1c Conceptual Model – Cognitive Empathy.

Figure 6. Question 1c Conceptual Model – Affective Empathy.
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1d. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in
instrumental relational aggression, and affective empathy and instrumental relational
aggression, for boys and girls?

Figure 7. Question 1d Conceptual Model – Cognitive Empathy.

Figure 8. Question 1d Conceptual Model – Affective Empathy.
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Research question 1 separated the facets of empathy and examined the individual
associations between cognitive empathy and altruistic prosocial behavior, instrumental
prosocial behavior, prosocial teasing, and instrumental relational aggression, and affective
empathy and altruistic prosocial behavior, instrumental prosocial behavior, prosocial teasing,
and instrumental relational aggression. A series of regression analyses were conducted to
investigate these associations once with cognitive empathy as the independent variable and
altruistic prosocial behavior (or instrumental prosocial behavior, or prosocial teasing, or
instrumental relational aggression) as the dependent variable, and once with affective
empathy as the independent variable and altruistic prosocial behavior (or instrumental
prosocial behavior, or prosocial teasing, or instrumental relational aggression) as the
dependent variable; gender was included as a moderator in each analysis to evaluate gender
differences.
2. How does instrumental relational aggression relate to engagement in prosocial
behavior and prosocial teasing?
2a. What is the association between instrumental relational aggression and
engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive empathy and/or level of affective empathy? (Figure 9).
2b. What is the association between instrumental relational aggression and
engagement in instrumental prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive and/or level of affective empathy? (Figure 10).
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Figure 9. Question 2a: Conceptual Model.

Figure 10. Question 2b: Conceptual Model.
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2c. What is the association between instrumental relational aggression and
engagement in instrumental prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive and/or level of affective empathy? (Figure 11).

Figure 11. Question 2c: Conceptual Model.

Research question 2 evaluated the impact of cognitive and affective empathy on the
associations among instrumental relational aggression and altruistic prosocial behavior,
instrumental prosocial behavior, and prosocial teasing. A series of regression analyses were
conducted with instrumental relational aggression as the independent variable, altruistic
prosocial behavior (or instrumental prosocial behavior or prosocial teasing) as the dependent
variable, cognitive empathy as the first moderator, and affective empathy as the second
moderator; gender was controlled for as a covariate. By including cognitive and affective
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empathy as two separate moderators, simple slope analyses demonstrated how the effect of
instrumental relational aggression on the dependent variable changed when students had high,
average, or low levels of cognitive and/or affective empathy.
3. How does prosocial teasing relate to engagement in prosocial behavior?
3a. What is the association between engagement in prosocial teasing and engagement
in altruistic prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of cognitive empathy
and/or level of affective empathy? (Figure 12).

Figure 12. Question 3a: Conceptual Model.

3b. What is the association between engagement in prosocial teasing and engagement
in instrumental prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of cognitive
empathy and/or level of affective empathy? (Figure 13).

54

Figure 13. Question 3b: Conceptual Model.

Question 3 investigated the association between prosocial teasing and altruistic
prosocial behavior and prosocial teasing and instrumental prosocial teasing while evaluating
the moderating impact of different levels of cognitive and affective empathy. Two regression
analyses were run. Both used prosocial teasing as the independent variable, cognitive empathy
as the first moderator, altruistic empathy as the second moderator, and gender as a covariate;
while one used altruistic prosocial behavior as the dependent variable, the other used
instrumental prosocial behavior as the dependent variable.
The described analyses were conducted using SPSS and the Hayes PROCESS macro
(Hayes, 2012). This macro runs within SPSS and completes a number of analyses
automatically for the user. PROCESS software centered all relevant predictor variables,
created all necessary interaction terms when moderators were present, and automatically
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completed simple slope analyses for each level of a categorical moderator (or at +/- 1 standard
deviation for continuous moderators).

CHAPTER 5
RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Table 2 outlines means and standard deviations for all variables included in the study
by total sample and gender.

Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations for all Study Variables
Possible
Range

Altruistic Prosocial Behavior
Proactive Prosocial Behavior
Instrumental Relational Aggression
Prosocial Teasing
Cognitive Empathy
Affective Empathy

1-6*
1-6*
1-4*
1-5*
0-4†
0-4†

Total Sample
Mean
N
(SD)
4.07(1.17) 170
3.07(1.38) 171
1.28(0.49) 174
3.21(0.61) 173
2.34(0.68) 175
2.53(0.69) 174

Boys
Mean
(SD)
3.80(1.14)
3.35(1.44)
1.29(0.55)
3.36(0.58)
2.24(0.66)
2.38(0.61)

N
84
86
87
88
88
87

Girls
Mean
(SD)
4.33(1.14)
2.78(1.26)
1.26(0.43)
3.06(0.61)
2.44(0.68)
2.69(0.74)

Note. *Higher scores denote higher levels of these interaction styles; †Higher scores denote higher levels of these aspects of empathy.

To determine patterns of association among study variables, Pearson correlation
analyses were conducted by total sample and gender (see Tables 3-5).
Due to the significant correlations between gender and four of the six main variables, a
series of univariate ANOVAs were used to further investigate gender differences in study
variables. Girls reported significantly higher levels of altruistic prosocial behavior (F(1, 168)
= 9.175, p = 0.003) and affective empathy (F(1, 172) = 9.314, p = 0.003) than boys.

N
86
85
87
85
87
87
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Alternatively, boys reported higher levels of proactive prosocial behavior (F(1, 169) = 7.581,
p = 0.007) and prosocial teasing (F(1, 171) = 11.847, p = 0.001) than girls. There were no
significant gender differences in the reported use of instrumental relational aggression or
levels of cognitive empathy.

Table 3
Correlation Matrix for All Study Variables by Total Sample
Measure
1. Gender
2. Altruistic Prosocial Behavior
3. Proactive Prosocial Behavior
4. Instrumental Relational
Aggression
5. Prosocial Teasing
6. Cognitive Empathy
7. Affective Empathy

1
1
0.228**
-0.207**
-0.035

2

3

4

1
0.263**
-0.036

1
0.239**

-0.255**
0.147
0.227**

0.042
0.419**
0.500**

0.310**
-0.065
-0.085

5

6

7

1
0.121
-0.039
-0.166*

1
0.013
-0.004

1
0.597**

1

Note. *p <.05, **p<.01

Table 4
Correlation Matrix for All Study Variables for Boys
Measure
1. Altruistic Prosocial Behavior
2. Proactive Prosocial Behavior
3. Instrumental Relational Aggression
4. Prosocial Teasing
5. Cognitive Empathy
6. Affective Empathy

1
1
0.459**
0.058
0.227*
0.258*
0.401**

2
1
0.311**
0.248*
-0.019
-0.021

3

1
0.074
0.066
-0.082

4

5

1
0.213*
0.198

1
0.569**

6

1

Note. *p <.05, **p<.01

Table 5
Correlation Matrix for All Study Variables for Girls
Measure
1. Altruistic Prosocial Behavior
2. Proactive Prosocial Behavior
3. Instrumental Relational Aggression
4. Prosocial Teasing
5. Cognitive Empathy
6. Affective Empathy
Note. *p <.05, **p<.01

1
1
0.180
-0.130
-0.015
0.538**
0.531**

2
1
0.115
0.306**
-0.061
-0.068

3

1
0.170
-0.161
-0.255*

4

1
-0.103
-0.061

5

1
0.600**

6

1
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Main Analyses

1. How do the facets of empathy relate to engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior,
instrumental prosocial behavior, prosocial teasing, and instrumental relational aggression?
1a. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in altruistic
prosocial behavior, and affective empathy and altruistic prosocial behavior, for boys and
girls?
Cognitive empathy (CE) and altruistic prosocial behavior. The association between
cognitive empathy and altruistic prosocial behavior was investigated via a regression with
cognitive empathy as the independent variable, gender as the moderator, and altruistic
prosocial behavior as the dependent variable (see Table 6). The model was significant and
predicted 21.91% of the variance in altruistic prosocial behavior (R2 = 0.2191, F(3, 165) =
15.435, p < .001). The analysis further indicated that cognitive empathy (β = 0.453, p =
0.011) and gender (β = 0.390, p = 0.017) were the only significant predictors of altruistic
prosocial behavior.

Table 6
Outcome: Altruistic Prosocial Behavior (CE)
Variable
Cognitive Empathy-Gender Interaction
Cognitive Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(3,165)

B
0.453
0.453
0.390
3.848

SE B
t
0.243
1.868
0.175
2.582
0.162
2.410
0.115
33.494
0.2191
15.435 p<0.001

p
0.064
0.011
0.017
<0.001
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Affective empathy (AE) and altruistic prosocial behavior. The association between
affective empathy and altruistic prosocial behavior was investigated via a regression with
affective empathy as the independent variable, gender as the moderator, and altruistic
prosocial behavior as the dependent variable (see Table 7). The model was significant and
predicted 26.61% of the variance in altruistic prosocial behavior (R2 = 0.2661, F(3, 164) =
19.818, p < .001). The analysis further indicated that affective empathy (β = 0.757, p < 0.001)
was the only significant predictor of altruistic prosocial behavior.

Table 7
Outcome: Altruistic Prosocial Behavior (AE)
Variable
Affective Empathy- Gender Interaction
Affective Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(3,164)

B
0.060
0.757
0.307
3.900

SE B
t
0.238
0.254
0.185
4.083
0.161
1.914
0.115
34.043
0.2661
19.818 p<0.001

p
0.799
<0.001
0.057
<0.001

1b. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in
instrumental prosocial behavior, and affective empathy and instrumental prosocial behavior,
for boys and girls?
Cognitive empathy and instrumental prosocial behavior. The association between
cognitive empathy and instrumental prosocial behavior was investigated via a regression with
cognitive empathy as the independent variable, gender as the moderator, and instrumental
prosocial behavior as the dependent variable (see Table 8). The overall model was not
significant.
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Table 8
Outcome: Instrumental Prosocial Behavior (CE)
Variable
Cognitive Empathy- Gender Interaction
Cognitive Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(3, 166)

B
-0.071
-0.042
-0.556
3.350

SE B
t
0.316
-0.224
0.227
-0.186
0.211
-2.632
0.148
22.597
0.044
2.573 p=0.056

p
0.823
0.853
0.009
<0.001

Affective empathy and instrumental prosocial behavior. The association between
affective empathy and instrumental prosocial behavior was investigated via a regression
model with affective empathy as the independent variable, gender as the moderator, and
instrumental prosocial behavior as the dependent variable (see Table 9). The overall model
was not significant.

Table 9
Outcome: Instrumental Prosocial Behavior (AE)
Variable
Affective Empathy- Gender Interaction
Affective Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(3, 166)

B
-0.067
-0.049
-0.526
3.328

SE B
t
0.315
-0.212
0.243
-0.201
0.213
-2.464
0.151
22.064
0.043
2.454 p=0.065

p
0.832
0.841
0.015
<0.001

1c. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in prosocial
teasing, and affective empathy and prosocial teasing, for boys and girls?
Cognitive empathy and prosocial teasing. The association between cognitive empathy
and prosocial teasing was investigated via a regression with cognitive empathy as the
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independent variable, gender as the moderator, and prosocial teasing as the dependent variable
(see Table 10). This model was significant and predicted 8.9% of the variance in engagement
in prosocial teasing (R2 = 0.089, F(3, 168) = 5.472, p = .001). The analysis further indicated
that gender (β = -0.313, p < 0.001) and the cognitive empathy gender interaction term (β = 0.277, p = 0.038) were the only significant predictors of level of engagement in prosocial
teasing. A simple slope analysis revealed that the effect of cognitive empathy on prosocial
teasing was not significant for boys (β = 0.187, p = 0.053) or girls (β = -0.090, p = 0.335)
although the significant interaction may have come from the boys’ simple slope approaching
significance (see Table 11 and Figure 14).

Table 10
Outcome: Prosocial Teasing (CE)
Variable
Cognitive Empathy- Gender Interaction
Cognitive Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(3, 168)

B
-0.277
0.187
-0.313
3.381

SE B
0.134
0.096
0.091
0.063
0.0890
5.472 p=0.001

t
-2.073
1.950
-3.457
53.472

p
0.039
0.053
<0.001
<0.001

Table 11
Prosocial Teasing Simple Slope Analysis
Moderator
Boys
Girls
∆R2
F(1, 168)

B
0.187
-0.090

SE B
t
0.096
1.950
0.093
-0.968
0.023
4.298 p=0.039

p
0.053
0.335
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5
4.5

Prosocial Teasing

4
3.5
Boys

3

Girls

2.5
2
1.5
1
Low Cognitive Empathy

High Cognitive Empathy

Figure 14. Cognitive Empathy by Gender Interaction Graph for Prosocial Teasing.

Affective empathy and prosocial teasing. The association between affective empathy
and prosocial teasing was evaluated via a regression with affective empathy as the
independent variable, gender as the moderator, and prosocial teasing as the dependent variable
(see Table 12). This model was significant and predicted 8.63% of the variance in engagement
in prosocial teasing (R2 = 0.0863, F(3, 167) = 5.259, p = .002). The analysis further indicated
that gender (β = -0.335, p < 0.001) was the only significant predictor of prosocial teasing.
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Table 12
Outcome: Prosocial Teasing (AE)
Variable
Affective Empathy- Gender Interaction
Affective Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(3, 167)

B
-0.239
0.189
-0.335
3.396

SE B
t
0.137
-1.749
0.105
1.799
0.093
-3.619
0.065
52.118
0.0863
5.259 p=0.002

p
0.082
0.074
<0.001
<0.001

1d. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in
instrumental relational aggression, and affective empathy and instrumental relational
aggression, for boys and girls?
Cognitive empathy and instrumental relational aggression. The association between
cognitive empathy and instrumental relational aggression was investigated via a regression
analysis with cognitive empathy as the independent variable, gender as the moderator, and
instrumental relational aggression as the dependent variable (see Table 13). The overall model
was not significant.

Table 13
Outcome: Instrumental Relational Aggression (CE)
Variable
Cognitive Empathy- Gender Interaction
Cognitive Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(3, 169)

B
-0.157
0.056
-0.024
1.303

SE B
t
0.114
-1.387
0.082
0.687
0.076
-0.319
0.054
24.312
0.0135
0.768 p=0.513

p
0.167
0.493
0.749
<0.001
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Affective empathy and instrumental relational aggression. The association between
affective empathy and instrumental relational aggression was evaluated via a regression
model with affective empathy as the independent variable, gender as the moderator, and
instrumental relational aggression as the dependent variable (see Table 14). The overall model
was not significant.

Table 14
Outcome: Instrumental Relational Aggression (AE)
Variable
Affective Empathy- Gender Interaction
Affective Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(3, 168)

B
-0.067
-0.075
-0.015
1.289

SE B
t
0.112
-0.594
0.087
-0.872
0.076
-0.202
0.054
24.016
0.0300
1.729 p=0.163

p
0.554
0.385
0.840
<0.001

2. How does relational aggression relate to engagement in prosocial behavior and
more specifically, prosocial teasing?
2a. What is the association between instrumental relational aggression and
engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Instrumental relational aggression and altruistic prosocial behavior. The association
between instrumental relational aggression (IRA) and altruistic prosocial behavior (APB) was
evaluated via a dual moderation regression analysis with instrumental relational aggression as
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the independent variable, cognitive empathy as the first moderator, affective empathy as the
second moderator, gender as a covariate, and altruistic prosocial behavior as the dependent
variable (see Table 15). The overall model was significant and explained 32.36% of the
variance in engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior (R2 = 0.3236, F(6, 158) = 12.600, p <
0.001). The analysis further indicated that cognitive empathy (B = 0.363, p = 0.012) and
affective empathy (B = 0.629, p < 0.001) were the only significant predictors (there were no
significant interactions; see Table 16); gender was significant as a covariate (B = 0.309, p =
0.49).

Table 15
IRA/APB Dual Moderation
Variable
Instrumental Relational AggressionCognitive Empathy Interaction
Instrumental Relational AggressionAffective Empathy Interaction
Instrumental Relational Aggression
Cognitive Empathy
Affective Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(6, 158)

B
0.249

SE B
0.316

t
0.789

p
0.431

-0.015

0.362

-0.042

0.966

0.182
0.573
0.142
2.557
0.144
4.379
0.157
1.977
0.110
35.167
0.3236
12.600 p<0.001

0.568
0.012
<0.001
0.049
<0.001

0.104
0.363
0.629
0.309
3.873
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Table 16
IRA/APB Simple Slope Analysis
Level of Moderator
Affective Empathy
Cognitive Empathy

-1 SD (-0.685)
-1 SD (-0.685)
-1 SD (-0.685)
Mean
(0.013)
Mean
(0.013)
Mean
(0.013)
+1 SD (0.711)
+1 SD (0.711)
+1 SD (0.711)

-1 SD
Mean
+1 SD
-1 SD
Mean
+1 SD
-1 SD
Mean
+1 SD

(-0.666)
(0.007)
(0.680)
(-0.666)
(0.007)
(0.680)
(-0.666)
(0.007)
(0.680)

B

-0.052
0.116
0.284
-0.062
0.106
0.273
-0.073
0.095
0.263

SE B

0.233
0.222
0.367
0.326
0.183
0.226
0.535
0.381
0.308

T

-0.222
0.524
0.775
-0.191
0.576
1.210
-0.137
0.249
0.853

p

0.825
0.601
0.439
0.849
0.565
0.228
0.892
0.804
0.395

2b. What is the association between instrumental relational aggression and
engagement in proactive prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Instrumental relational aggression and proactive prosocial behavior. The association
between instrumental relational aggression and proactive prosocial behavior (PPB) was
investigated via a dual moderation regression analysis which included instrumental relational
aggression as the independent variable, cognitive empathy as the first moderator, affective
empathy as the second moderator, gender as a covariate, and proactive prosocial behavior as
the dependent variable (see Table 17). The overall model was significant and explained
10.40% of the variance in engagement in proactive prosocial behavior (R2 = 0.1040, F(6, 160)
= 3.097, p = 0.007). The analysis further indicated that instrumental relational aggression was
the only significant predictor (B = 0.522, p = 0.035) in the model and gender was a significant
covariate (B = -0.459, p = 0.030). Simple slope analyses revealed that the conditional effect of
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instrumental relational aggression on proactive prosocial behavior was only significant when
a student had average or below average affective empathy and average or above average
cognitive empathy (see Table 18).

Table 17
IRA/PPB Dual Moderation
Variable
Instrumental Relational AggressionCognitive Empathy Interaction
Instrumental Relational AggressionAffective Empathy Interaction
Instrumental Relational Aggression
Cognitive Empathy
Affective Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(6, 160)

B
0.674

SE B
0.429

t
1.573

p
0.118

-0.448

0.489

-0.915

0.362

0.522
-0.011
-0.016
-0.459
3.264

0.246
2.123
0.193
-0.058
0.195
-0.083
0.210
-2.185
0.148
22.129
0.1040
3.097 p=0.007

0.035
0.954
0.934
0.030
<0.001

Table 18
IRA/PPB Simple Slope Analyses
Level of the Moderator
Affective Empathy Cognitive Empathy
-1 SD (-0.677)
-1 SD (-0.658)
-1 SD (-0.677)
Mean (0.014)
-1 SD (-0.677)
+1 SD (0.685)
Mean
(0.020)
-1 SD (-0.658)
Mean (0.020)
Mean (0.014)
Mean (0.020)
+1 SD (0.685)
+1 SD (0.718)
-1 SD (-0.658)
+1 SD (0.718)
Mean
(0.014)
+1 SD (0.718)
+1 SD (0.685)

B
0.382
0.834
1.287
0.069
0.522
0.974
-0.243
0.209
0.662

SE B
0.314
0.299
0.496
0.442
0.249
0.307
0.725
0.517
0.419

t
1.216
2.797
2.594
0.157
2.098
3.178
-0.336
0.405
1.581

p
0.226
0.006
0.010
0.876
0.038
0.002
0.738
0.686
0.116
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2c. What is the association between engagement in instrumental relational aggression
and engagement in prosocial teasing? Is this association moderated by level of cognitive
empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Instrumental relational aggression and prosocial teasing. The association between
instrumental relational aggression and prosocial teasing (PT) was investigated via a dual
moderation regression analysis with instrumental relational aggression as the independent
variable, cognitive empathy as the first moderator, affective empathy as the second moderator,
gender as a covariate, and prosocial teasing as the dependent variable (see Table 19). The
overall model was significant and explained 8.55% of the variance in prosocial teasing (R2 =
0.0855, F(6, 161) = 2.5096, p = 0.024). The analysis further indicated that there were no
significant predictors or interactions (see Table 20), and gender was a significant covariate (B
= -0.320, p = 0.001).

Table 19
IRA/PT
Variable
Instrumental Relational AggressionCognitive Empathy Interaction
Instrumental Relational AggressionAffective Empathy Interaction
Instrumental Relational Aggression
Cognitive Empathy
Affective Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(6, 161)

B
-0.141

SE B
0.194

t
-0.729

P
0.467

0.224

0.223

1.005

0.316

0.112
1.817
0.086
0.007
0.088
0.831
0.095
-3.359
0.066
51.162
0.0855
2.509 p=0.024

0.071
0.995
0.408
0.001
<0.001

0.203
0.001
0.073
-0.320
3.392
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Table 20
IRA/PT Simple Slope Analyses
Level of the Moderator
Affective Empathy Cognitive Empathy
-1 SD (-0.685)
-1 SD (-0.669)
-1 SD (-0.685)
Mean
(0.013)
-1 SD (-0.685)
+1 SD (0.696)
Mean
(0.009)
-1 SD (-0.669)
Mean
(0.009)
Mean
(0.013)
Mean
(0.009)
+1 SD (0.696)
+1 SD (0.702)
-1 SD (-0.669)
+1 SD (0.702)
Mean
(0.013)
+1 SD (0.702)
+1 SD (0.696)

B

SE B

0.144
0.047
-0.049
0.299
0.203
0.106
0.454
0.358
0.262

0.143
0.137
0.228
0.200
0.112
0.140
0.328
0.232
0.188

t
1.002
0.346
-0.216
1.491
1.817
0.758
1.385
1.541
1.393

P
0.318
0.730
0.829
0.138
0.071
0.449
0.168
0.125
0.166

3. How does prosocial teasing relate to prosocial behavior?
3a. What is the association between engagement in prosocial teasing and engagement
in altruistic prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of cognitive empathy
and/or level of affective empathy?
Prosocial teasing and altruistic prosocial behavior. The association between prosocial
teasing and altruistic prosocial behavior was investigated via a dual moderation regression
analysis with prosocial teasing as the independent variable, cognitive empathy as the first
moderator, affective empathy as the second moderator, gender as a covariate, and altruistic
prosocial behavior as the dependent variable (see Table 21). The overall model was significant
and explained 32.87% of the variance in altruistic prosocial behavior (R2 = 0.3287, F(6, 158)
= 12.894, p < 0.001). The analysis further indicated that affective empathy (B = 0.589, p <
0.001) and the two interaction terms [cognitive empathy prosocial teasing interaction (B =
0.514, p = 0.036); affective empathy prosocial teasing interaction (B = -0.612, p = 0.007)]

70
were the only significant predictors of engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior; gender as a
covariate was significant (B = 0.373, p = 0.022). Simple slope analyses revealed that the
conditional effect of prosocial teasing on altruistic prosocial behavior was only significant
when a student had stronger cognitive empathy than affective empathy (see Table 22).

Table 21
PT/APB Dual Moderation
Variable
Prosocial TeasingCognitive Empathy Interaction
Prosocial TeasingAffective Empathy
Interaction
Prosocial Teasing
Cognitive Empathy
Affective Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(6, 158)

B
0.514

SE B
0.243

T
2.118

P
0.036

-0.612

0.225

-2.722

0.007

0.129
1.475
0.142
1.946
0.142
4.158
0.161
2.317
0.110
35.150
0.3287
12.894 p<0.001

0.142
0.053
<0.001
0.022
<0.001

0.191
0.275
0.589
0.373
3.868

Table 22
PT/APB Simple Slope Analyses
Level of the Moderator
Affective Empathy Cognitive Empathy
-1 SD
(-0.692)
-1 SD
(-0.679)
-1 SD
(-0.692)
Mean
(-0.003)
-1 SD
(-0.692)
+1 SD
(0.673)
Mean
(0.001)
-1 SD
(-0.679)
Mean
(-0.003)
Mean
(0.001)
Mean
(0.001)
+1 SD
(0.673)
+1 SD
(0.694)
-1 SD
(-0.679)
+1 SD
(0.694)
Mean
(-0.003)
+1 SD
(0.694)
+1 SD
(0.673)

B

SE B

T

0.265
0.613
0.960
-0.159
0.189
0.536
-0.583
-0.236
0.112

0.182
0.206
0.324
0.192
0.129
0.225
0.298
0.199
0.211

1.457
2.981
2.962
-0.829
1.460
2.387
-1.956
-1.183
0.531

P
0.147
0.003
0.004
0.409
0.146
0.018
0.052
0.239
0.596
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3b. What is the association between engagement in prosocial teasing and engagement
in instrumental prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of cognitive
empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Prosocial teasing and instrumental prosocial behavior. To analyze the association
between prosocial teasing and instrumental prosocial behavior a dual moderation regression
analysis was computed which included prosocial teasing score as the independent variable,
cognitive empathy as the first moderator, affective empathy as the second moderator, gender
as a covariate, and instrumental prosocial behavior as the dependent variable (see Table 23).
The overall model was significant and explained 14.17% of the variance in instrumental
prosocial behavior (R2 = 0.1417, F(6, 160) = 4.402, p < 0.001). The analysis further indicated
that prosocial teasing (B = 0.580, p = 0.001) and the cognitive empathy prosocial teasing
interaction term (B = -0.653, p = 0.046) were the only significant predictors of engagement in
instrumental prosocial behavior. Simple slope analyses revealed that the conditional effect of
prosocial teasing on instrumental prosocial behavior was only significant when a student had
global empathy deficits (-1 SD cognitive and affective empathy scores), equal and average
levels of cognitive and affective empathy, and/or stronger affective empathy than cognitive
empathy (see Table 24).
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Table 23
PT/PPB Dual Moderation
Variable
Prosocial TeasingCognitive Empathy Interaction
Prosocial TeasingAffective Empathy Interaction
Prosocial Teasing
Cognitive Empathy
Affective Empathy
Gender
Constant
R2
F(6, 160)

B
-0.653

SE B
0.325

t
-2.009

P
0.046

0.174

0.299

0.580

0.563

0.173
3.362
0.189
-0.564
0.186
-0.864
0.214
-1.613
0.146
22.325
0.1417
4.402 p<0.001

0.001
0.574
0.389
0.109
<0.001

0.580
-0.107
-0.163
-0.345
3.250

Table 24
PT/PPB Simple Slope Analyses
Level of the Moderator
Affective Empathy
Cognitive Empathy
-1 SD
(-0.685)
-1 SD
(-0.671)
Mean
(0.003)
-1 SD
(-0.685)
-1 SD
(-0.685)
+1 SD
(0.678)
Mean
(0.008)
-1 SD
(-0.671)
Mean
(0.003)
Mean
(0.008)
Mean
(0.008)
+1 SD
(0.678)
+1 SD
(0.701)
-1 SD
(-0.671)
+1 SD
(0.701)
Mean
(0.003)
+1 SD
(0.701)
+1 SD
(0.678)

B

SE B

0.899
0.459
0.019
1.019
0.579
0.139
1.140
0.699
0.259

0.242
0.274
0.434
0.256
0.173
0.300
0.398
0.265
0.279

t
3.719
1.673
0.044
3.985
3.356
0.464
2.863
2.638
0.928

P
<0.001
0.096
0.965
<0.001
0.001
0.643
0.005
0.009
0.355

CHAPTER 6
DISCUSSION

Main Findings

Question 1: How do the facets of empathy relate to engagement in altruistic prosocial
behavior, instrumental prosocial behavior, instrumental relational aggression, and prosocial
teasing?
Question 1a: What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in
altruistic prosocial behavior, and affective empathy and altruistic prosocial behavior, for boys
and girls?
In line with previous findings, and confirming study hypotheses, the results of the
current study demonstrate that cognitive and affective empathy are significant positive
predictors of engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior for boys and girls. In other words,
the results suggest that boys and girls who are able to understand the perspectives of others, or
share the emotions of others, tend to engage in more selfless prosocial acts than students who
have trouble sharing others’ point of view or do not share the feelings of others. Although
these findings do not demonstrate a causal relationship between empathy and altruism as
purported by the empath-altruism hypothesis (Batson & Powell, 1998), they do suggest that
cognitive and affective empathy independently explain a significant amount of the variance in
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engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior and highlight the important role that the facets of
empathy play when it comes to predicting students’ engagement in selfless prosocial acts.
1b. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in
instrumental prosocial behavior, and affective empathy and instrumental prosocial behavior,
for boys and girls?
In contrast to study hypotheses, neither cognitive nor affective empathy was
significantly associated with instrumental prosocial behavior. Although prior findings
suggested that public acts of prosocial behavior, typically enacted with self-oriented motives,
are associated with lower levels of sensitivity to the needs of others and less sophisticated
perspective taking (Carlo & Randall, 2002), current findings suggest that engagement in
instrumental prosocial behavior is unrelated to perspective taking or emotion sharing.
Although this was unexpected given that instrumental prosocial behavior shares the
underlying self-oriented motives associated with public prosocial behavior, it may be that
instrumental prosocial behavior is more subtle and covert, requiring more sophisticated
perspective taking and greater understanding of the feelings of others than public prosocial
behavior. These findings are interesting in that they suggest that despite the selfish nature of
instrumental prosocial behavior, such behavior is not necessarily associated with empathy
deficits.
1c. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in prosocial
teasing, and affective empathy and prosocial teasing, for boys and girls?
As boys tend to perceive prosocial teasing as friendly and affiliative (Keltner et al.,
1998; Lampert, 1996), it was predicted that for boys there would be a positive association
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between cognitive empathy and prosocial teasing, and affective empathy and prosocial
teasing; however, results did not fully support these hypotheses. While affective empathy was
not a significant predictor of boys’ engagement in prosocial teasing, there was an interesting
marginally significant cognitive empathy gender interaction suggesting that for boys, higher
levels of cognitive empathy may be associated with higher levels of prosocial teasing. This
finding is interesting in that it suggests for boys, understanding another’s point of view may
be marginally associated with increased levels of friendly and associative teasing. It is
possible that boys who are able to take the perspective of others believe that their peers can
easily see their point of view and understand the affiliative intent behind their teasing, or it
may be that boys who are better at perspective taking are simply more aware of the
motivations behind their own actions and more easily identify friendly and affiliative
intentions when asked why they tease others.
It was predicted that, because girls typically report experiencing teasing as negative
(Keltner et al., 1998; Lampert, 1996), as engagement in prosocial teasing increased, level of
cognitive and affective empathy would decrease. Results did not support these hypotheses;
rather in the current study, neither cognitive nor affective empathy was significantly
associated with prosocial teasing. This suggests that, unlike findings with elementary students
that uncovered a negative association between empathy and playful relational aggression (a
construct that includes prosocial teasing), engagement in prosocial teasing is not necessarily
associated with empathy deficits for high school aged girls. This is likely due, at least in part,
to developmental changes which result in older students generating and comprehending more
playful forms of teasing (Keltner et al., 2001).
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1d. What is the association between cognitive empathy and engagement in
instrumental relational aggression, and affective empathy and instrumental relational
aggression, for boys and girls?
Due to numerous findings which suggest that empathy mitigates engagement in
aggressive behavior (Boxer et al., 2004), it was predicted that there would be a negative
association between both forms of empathy and instrumental relational aggression; however,
the current study uncovered no significant associations between cognitive or affective
empathy and instrumental relational aggression. This finding stands in direct contrast with
previous studies that have found a negative association between relational aggression and
cognitive empathy for boys and girls, and highlights the importance of considering motivation
when evaluating the predictors and correlates associated with relational aggression. It is likely
that the goal-oriented nature of instrumental relational aggression requires a level of cognitive
and affective perspective taking that reactive relational aggression does not.
2. How does relational aggression relate to engagement in prosocial behavior, and
more specifically, prosocial teasing?
2a. What is the association between instrumental relational aggression and
engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
It was predicted that there would be a negative association between engagement in
instrumental relational aggression and altruistic prosocial behavior as prior research has
suggested that individuals who engage in altruistic prosocial behavior typically do not hold
normative beliefs supporting the use of aggression (Boxer et al., 2004). Interestingly, our
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results revealed no significant association between instrumental relational aggression and
altruistic prosocial behavior. It is possible that our results differed from those of Boxer et al.
because unlike their measure, which emphasized physical aggression, our measure of
aggression focused specifically on relational aggression. Where older students generally do
not support the use of physical aggression (Kokko, Tremblay, Lacourse, Nagin, & Vitaro,
2006), it may be that relational aggression is seen by some, even those who engage in
altruistic prosocial behavior, as more normative. A non-significant association between
instrumental relational aggression and altruistic prosocial behavior also provides some initial
support for the notion that engagement in proactive and aggressive behavior is not mutually
exclusive.
2b. What is the association between instrumental relational aggression and
engagement in instrumental prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of
cognitive empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Supporting study hypotheses and aligning with previous findings, results indicated
that instrumental relational aggression was positively associated with engagement in
instrumental prosocial behavior when students’ level of cognitive empathy was significantly
stronger than their level of affective empathy. In other words, when students with strong
perspective taking skills and weak emotion sharing engage in instrumental prosocial behavior,
the likelihood that they also engage in instrumental relational aggression increases
significantly. This finding is important for a number of reasons. First, it suggests that the
theorized inverse relationship between prosocial and antisocial behavior may not be as
straightforward as is currently believed. This finding demonstrated that engagement in
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instrumental relational aggression predicts instrumental prosocial behavior dispelling the
notion that students who engage in aggressive behavior are unlikely to also engage in
prosocial behavior. Second, it demonstrates the importance of considering the motives
associated with various behaviors both in practice and when conducting research. Many of the
research studies that have reported negative associations between prosocial and aggressive
behaviors have not accounted for the various forms and functions of these behaviors and thus
may have missed more nuanced associations. Third, it suggests that not all forms of antisocial
or aggressive behaviors are associated with global empathy deficits. Finally, it indicates that
imbalances between cognitive and affective empathy may be, at least in part, responsible for
previously overlooked overlap in students’ use of both prosocial and antisocial behavior. In
fact, this finding suggests that emotional perspective taking may be a rather important ability
for individuals who act in more goal-oriented, instrumental ways.
2c. What is the association between engagement in instrumental relational aggression
and engagement in prosocial teasing? Is this association moderated by level of cognitive
empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
It was predicted that engagement in instrumental relational aggression would be
positively associated with prosocial teasing for students with high levels of empathy, but not
for students with low levels of empathy. Our analysis revealed neither engagement in
instrumental relational aggression nor cognitive or affective empathy could predict
engagement in prosocial teasing above and beyond gender. This suggests that gender is a very
strong predictor of engagement in prosocial teasing and provides further support for previous
claims that boys engage in much more prosocial teasing than girls. It further suggests that
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engagement in instrumental relational aggression is not significantly associated with prosocial
teasing for all students, contrary to our hypotheses. Where for younger students, research has
suggested that an empathy deficit underlies engagement in both relational aggression and
behaviors such as prosocial teasing (Platt, 2016), our results suggest that for older students,
empathy deficits are not associated with engagement in instrumental relational aggression or
prosocial teasing. These findings align with research that suggests that as children get older
they perceive prosocial teasing to truly be more playful and positive (Keltner et al., 2001).
3. How does prosocial teasing relate to prosocial behavior?
3a. What is the association between engagement in prosocial teasing and engagement
in altruistic prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of cognitive empathy
and/or level of affective empathy?
It was predicted that because adolescents often use prosocial teasing to ease tension
and comment on sensitive matters without looking overly aggressive (Eder, 1991; Straehle,
1993), it is personal distress not empathy which motivates the teasing. As individuals who
experience personal distress over empathy are less likely to engage in altruistic prosocial
behavior (Batson, 1991; Eisenberg et al., 2006), it was hypothesized that engagement in
prosocial behavior would be negatively associated with engagement in altruistic prosocial
behavior. Results did not support this hypothesis, but rather indicated that for students who
have strong cognitive empathy and weak affective empathy, there is a positive association
between prosocial teasing and engagement in altruistic prosocial behavior. This finding
suggests that prosocial teasing, enacted by students who find it easier to understand the
perspectives of others than share the feelings of others, is a strong predictor of engagement in
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altruistic prosocial behavior. Taken in conjunction with the finding from question 1c which
indicated that for boys increases in cognitive empathy are associated with increases in
prosocial teasing, this finding highlights the importance of perspective taking over emotion
sharing in prosocial teasing.
3b. What is the association between engagement in prosocial teasing and engagement
in instrumental prosocial behavior? Is this association moderated by level of cognitive
empathy and/or level of affective empathy?
Given that prosocial teasing and instrumental prosocial behavior are both goaloriented behaviors, it was predicted that they would be positively associated with one another.
Results supported this hypothesis, but indicated that this positive association was only true for
individuals with global empathy deficits (cognitive and affective empathy scores that were
one standard deviation below average), individuals with average levels of cognitive and
affective empathy, and individuals with stronger affective than cognitive empathy. It is
unclear why the association between prosocial teasing and instrumental prosocial behavior is
moderated by empathy in this way, and this finding seems to be at odds with both the
literature and other findings from the current study. It is possible that students who have
strong emotional responses (i.e., high affective empathy) use goal oriented behaviors (e.g.,
prosocial teasing and instrumental prosocial behavior) to regulate their social environment,
de-escalate situations, or deflect others’ attention to new issues/topics. Future research may
find it fruitful to investigate the casual mechanisms behind these associations.
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Limitations

While this study does have several strengths that add to the current literature, it is
important to also recognize the study’s limitations. First, the correlational nature of the study
did not allow for inferences about directionality or causation to be drawn. Without
experimental manipulation, it is not clear that working to improve students’ levels of
cognitive and or affective empathy would necessarily result in higher levels of prosocial
behavior; however, our findings, in conjunction with the plethora of findings that have come
before ours, provide compelling support for such a belief. Second, although our sample size
was relatively large, there were several analyses that yielded significance values between
0.051 and 0.10 suggesting that an even larger sample may have uncovered more significant
associations. Relatedly, had there been a larger sample, analyses for research questions two
and three would not have needed to use gender as a covariate but rather could have been
conducted once with male students and once with female students. It is possible that
investigating the sexes separately may have provided more nuanced information about the
impact of gender and empathy deficits on the associations among different forms of
interpersonal behavior. Third, the only questionnaire to assess for the impact of social
desirability during its creation was the Prosocial Teasing Questionnaire. It is possible that
demand characteristics and social desirability contribute to girls reporting higher levels of
empathy than boys, and all participants reporting relatively low levels of aggressive behavior.
Finally, although the sample for the current study was relatively homogenous, research has
demonstrated that there is considerable cross-cultural variation in the use and interpretation of
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teasing (Keltner et al., 2001). It may be that associations among empathy, prosocial behavior,
and prosocial teasing are impacted by student culture, and findings may vary when students
are asked to consider how they behave with other students of similar cultural backgrounds
versus how they behave with students of different cultural backgrounds.
The constructs of focus in the current study have strengths and limitations in and of
themselves. As discussed in the review of literature, definitions of constructs such as empathy
and prosocial behavior can vary widely, and the very act of operationalizing these constructs
can potentially limit our understanding of them. For example, the Aggressive and Prosocial
Behavior Questionnaire restricts the definition of prosocial behavior to only include, doing
favors, helping, sharing, lending, and complimenting. While it may be that many, if not all,
prosocial behaviors can be condensed down into those five categories, it is possible that these
terms limit how survey respondents think about and define their behavior. This is also true for
the phrasing used to assess the function of these behaviors. Does the phrase, “I often do favors
for people without being asked” elicit the same consideration of selfless motives for everyone,
or do some people see doing things without being asked as a way to prompt feelings of
obligation or reciprocity in others? Given the complexity of behavioral motives, the variety
and breath of construct definitions, and the relatively new focus on both the form and function
of behavior, it is critical to reflect on how our operationalization of variables impacts our
interpretation of results.
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Implications and Future Directions

The results of the current study provide many implications for both research and
practice and demonstrate the need for further research regarding high school students’
prosocial, aggressive, and empathic behaviors. Our findings that cognitive and affective
empathy are positively associated with altruistic prosocial behavior, both replicate and extend
previous research by demonstrating that this association holds true for adolescents as well as
children. Furthermore, this finding suggests that one way to promote increased engagement in
altruistic prosocial behavior may be to support students’ development and expression of
cognitive and affective empathy. Alternatively, and different from the existing literature, our
research suggests that for adolescents, engagement in instrumental relational aggression is not
associated with deficits in cognitive or affective empathy. Where previous research has
suggested that empathy mitigates engagement in aggressive and bullying behavior (Endresen
& Olweus, 2001), our findings suggest that for high school students, and with regard to
engagement in instrumental relational aggression, this may not be true. This not only suggests
that practitioners may need to reconsider the way they go about attempting to reduce high
schoolers’ aggressive behavior, it also highlights the need for additional research on various
forms and functions of empathy and aggression with high school students.
In our attempt to better understand how prosocial teasing is related to altruistic and
instrumental prosocial behavior, a new area ripe for additional research was uncovered. Our
findings suggest that prosocial teasing is related to both altruistic and instrumental prosocial
behavior, but only when there are empathy imbalances. The research currently provides very
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little insight into why that may be, suggesting that, especially among adolescents, there is
need for further investigation into this topic.
Arguably one of the most important findings to come from this research study was that
for high school students, engagement in instrumental prosocial behavior is associated with
engagement in instrumental relational aggression. This finding is critical as it suggests that the
inverse association between prosocial and antisocial behavior is not as clear cut as it has been
purported to be. It again highlights the importance of considering the motivations and
functions of behavior and suggests that without doing so, resulting associations may be
misleading. Also noteworthy about this finding was the moderating role of cognitive and
affective empathy. Students with high levels of cognitive empathy and relative deficits in
affective empathy were the most likely group to demonstrate a positive association between
instrumental relational aggression and instrumental prosocial behavior suggesting that
emphasizing perspective taking without attending equally to developing and supporting
affective empathy may have unintended consequences. It may be that teaching individuals
how to take the perspectives of others, without also teaching them the importance of
understanding and sharing the feelings of others, unwittingly prepares students for
engagement in more self-serving and goal-oriented behavior. To truly increase engagement in
prosocial behavior, it is important that individuals engage in this behavior at all times, not just
when it benefits them in some way.
In sum, the current study added to the existing literature on adolescents’ prosocial
behavior, relational aggression, and empathy and demonstrated that, among high school
students, the long held belief that prosocial behavior is inversely related to aggressive
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behavior may not always be true. Furthermore, the study demonstrated the importance of
considering empathy as a multifaceted construct and illustrated how imbalances in levels of
cognitive and affective empathy differentially moderate associations among prosocial and
aggressive behaviors.
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APPENDIX
STUDY MEASURES
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Aggressive and Prosocial Behavior Questionnaire
Boxer, Tisak, & Goldstein (2004)
1
Definitely
Not Like Me

2

3

4

Altruistic Prosocial Behavior
1. I often do favors for people without being asked.
2. I often lend things to people without being asked.
3. I often help people without being asked.
4. I often compliment people without being asked.
5. I often share things with people without being asked.
Proactive Prosocial
1. I often help people to get what I want.
2. I often share things with people to get what I want.
3. I often lend things to people to get what I want.
4. I often do favors for people to get what I want.
5. I often compliment people to get what I want.

5

6
Definitely
Like Me
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Assessment of the Dimensions of Aggression
Little, Jones, Henrich, & Hawley (2003)
1
Not At All True

2

3

4
Completely True

Instrumental Relational Aggression
1. I often tell my friends to stop liking someone to get what I want.
2. I often say mean things about others to my friends to get what I want.
3. I often keep others from being in my group of friends to get what I want.
4. To get what I want, I often tell others I won’t be their friend.
5. To get what I want, I often ignore or stop talking to others.
6. To get what I want, I often gossip or spread rumors about others.
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Prosocial Teasing Questionnaire
Podnar (2013)
Strongly
Disagree
1

Disagree

2

Neutral
(neither agree
nor disagree)
3

Agree

Strongly Agree

4

5

1. My friends and I often make fun of one another to laugh and have fun.
2. I avoid poking fun at my friends in a playful way because it might make them dislike me.
3. I often say mean-sounding things to friends (e.g., calling them a loser) even though I
really mean the opposite.
4. I never make fun of my friends in friendly ways because I might offend them.
5. When I am with my friends, I often say things that seem offensive (e.g., “You’re such an
idiot”), but I mean it in a friendly way.
6. When interacting with a good friend, I tend to poke fun of their quirks, but in an
affectionate way.
7. I will use friendly teases to help maintain the friendships I have.
8. When I am with my closest friends, we often make fun of each other in playful ways.
9. When my friends make a mistake, I will tease them as a way of letting them know that it’s
alright.
10. When I really like someone, I will often use nicknames to make fun of some aspect of
their personality or appearance.
11. I won’t poke fun at my friends in affectionate ways because doing so might damage our
friendship.
12. My friends would say that I am unlikely to poke fun at them in friendly ways.
13. I think it is inappropriate to tease someone about their personal characteristics, even if it is
done in a friendly way.
14. When something is bothering me about a friend, I often tease them about it in an
affectionate and sensitive way.
15. I like to show my friends how much I like them by poking fun at some unimportant
characteristic.
16. Teasing my friends is a good way to show that I like them.
17. I think that teasing is a useful way of showing affection.
18. I tease my friends about their physical appearance or personal characteristics to show that
I accept them.
19. I often poke fun at my friends in order to show how close we are.
20. Making fun of my friends in good-natured ways is not something I enjoy.
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Interpersonal Reactivity Index
Davis (1980)
A
Does Not
Describe Me
Well

B

C

D

E
Describes Me
Very Well

Perspective Taking Subscale
1. I sometimes find it difficult to see things from the "other guy's" point of view.
2. I try to look at everybody's side of a disagreement before I make a decision.
3. I sometimes try to understand my friends better by imagining how things look from
their perspective.
4. If I'm sure I'm right about something, I don't waste much time listening to other
people's arguments.
5. I believe that there are two sides to every question and try to look at them both.
6. When I'm upset at someone, I usually try to "put myself in his shoes" for a while.
7. Before criticizing somebody, I try to imagine how I would feel if I were in their place.
Empathic Concern Subscale
1. I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me.
2. Sometimes I don't feel very sorry for other people when they are having problems.
3. When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards them.
4. Other people's misfortunes do not usually disturb me a great deal.
5. When I see someone being treated unfairly, I sometimes don't feel very much pity for
them.
6. I am often quite touched by things that I see happen.
7. I would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearted person.

